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Chapter One 


Judging by the smell alone, Noah could tell the man had 
been hanging up there for days, tangled in the writhing 
limbs of the mangrove tree. He sure wasn’t going to get 
close enough to figure any different. He’d never seen 
anything like it and sincerely hoped he never would again. 


Not that he hadn’t seen his share of dead animals torn apart 
by gators, vultures, and other scavengers. That was just a 
fact of life and death out here in the Glades. But the only 
other actual dead human body he’d ever seen had been his 
granny, and she’d looked as prim and proper after death as 
she had in life, sitting there in the rocking chair on the 


rickety front porch with her eyes staring straight ahead into 
the next world. He remembered thinking she didn’t look too 
happy about what she saw there, which was kind of scary in 
itself, since his granny was indisputably the most pious 
churchgoing woman in all Collier County. 


But this body—this man, or what was left of him—would 
only add to the nightmares Noah had been having lately. At 
least, Noah thought he was a man, guessing by the size of 
him. He tried not to look too closely as he maneuvered his 
old canoe through the murky green water along the edge of 
the mangroves where the body hung. 


He had a hard time trying to control the boat, avoid looking 
directly at the body, and take pictures with his cheap pay- 
as-you-go phone all at the same time. 


This deep in the Everglades, he got no signal at all, but the 
camera worked. Noah wanted some kind of tangible 
evidence, having seen too many movies where the hero 
finds a body, but by the time he leads the police to the 
corpse, all traces of the crime have disappeared, and then 
everyone in town thinks he’s crazy. He already 2 
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had enough problems with folks looking at him sideways 
when he walked into the diner or the old drugstore 
downtown. 


Despite the heat of the late afternoon, an icy shiver raced 
down Noah's spine, and he decided he had enough pictures. 
This place made him jumpy. Nothing strange about that, 
was there? After all, he had just found a dead body. The 
vultures that had piqued his curiosity and led to the 
gruesome discovery were still perched nearby, patiently 


waiting for him to go on about his business so they could 
resume their interrupted feast. 


He looked around, uneasy in the rapidly falling darkness, 
then turned and paddled for the landing. He wouldn’t have 
any trouble finding the spot again. He felt sure of that. 


It took several hours to get back to the truck, load up, and 
drive into town. Full night had fallen by the time he pulled 
up in front of the small brick building that housed the Big 
Cypress police station. Noah parked his battered old pickup 
right next to a large black SUV with government plates. Not 
the chief’s car. That was parked on the other side. He was 
relieved to see the chief was still at the station. 


But who was driving the SUV? 


He climbed out and ran a hand through his long, hopelessly 
tangled hair, trying to straighten it a little before going 
inside. The T-shirt and cargo shorts he always wore were 
stained and muddy from days spent on the water, and even 
his sneakers were torn. He never bothered with socks. They 
just got wet. 


He smiled at the receptionist still seated behind her desk. 
“Hey, Becky. How’s the family?” 


“Noah, good to see you. We’re great. How’re you?” 
“Fine. You’re working late.” 


“Chief's got a couple of visitors. | wanted to make sure they 
don’t need me for anything before | head out.” 


She glanced over her shoulder at a glass door leading to the 
inner office. Noah followed her gaze and saw Chief Walsh 


looking at the map on his wall, pointing out Big Cypress 
Crossroads 
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something to two men in khakis and polo shirts. They looked 
like law enforcement, and Noah guessed they must have 
arrived in the SUV. 


Noah shifted. He hated to interrupt them, but... “Do you 
think | could talk to Chief Walsh? It’s kind of important.” 


The men had their backs to him, but the one leaning a hip 
against the desk looked a little familiar. Noah let his gaze 
linger on the fine sandy blond hair brushing his collar and 
then roam down the line of his back. The man had a large 
frame, with broad shoulders tapering to a narrow waist. The 
shirt hung a little loose on him, as if he had recently lost 
weight. Even so, that was one very well-shaped butt. 


Rebecca interrupted his wandering thoughts. “The chief’s 
kind of busy. Those guys are detectives from Miami. | think 
they’re looking for somebody.” Just then Walsh turned and 
saw Noah through the glass door. He stiffened and gave 
Noah a glare, then said something to the two men. He left 
the office with the detectives following him. The one who 
had been leaning against the desk had a slight limp. 


“Damn it, Noah, where the hell have you been? Your 
mama’s worried sick. 


She’s been trying to call you for two days.” 


Noah jumped a little at the chief's sharp tone. “What’s she 
worried about? | go camping all the time. She knows | come 
home in time to work the weekend.” 


“Sure, a couple of days. Not five, and sure not without 
calling.” 


“Oh. Time gets away from me out there, | guess. Didn’t 
realize it had been so long. Anyway,” he said defensively, “l 
was working. The old man sent me to scout a route for a 
group of students he’s taking out on the airboat this 
weekend.” 


“That don’t take five days, boy.” Walsh looked exasperated 
and then sighed. 


“Just go by and see them tonight, okay?” He turned to the 
two men. “This is Noah Taylor. He’s a licensed guide. His 
father, Jacob Taylor, runs airboat tours into the swamp and 
charter fishing boats in the gulf.” Walsh introduced the men 
to Noah. 


“These are Detectives Scott Chandler and Miguel Rivera, 
over from Miami-Dade. 
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They’re looking for a drug dealer they think may be hiding 
out around here. We were just talking about hiring a guide 
to help them search.” Now that he was no longer being 
berated as if he were still in high school, Noah returned his 
attention to the two detectives. He got his first good look at 
the sandy-haired man’s face and blinked in surprise. “Oh,” 
he said. “Hello.” He hadn’t been sure at first. He had to look 
up a little to see the light blue eyes. In his dreams, they’d 
been warmer, smiling, the color of the sky on a rare 
cloudless summer day. These eyes were tired, closer to gray. 
A little cold. But they were the same eyes. This was the 
man. His heart skipped a beat. 


He had stared a bit too long. Scott Chandler raised his 
eyebrows. “Something wrong, Mr. Taylor?” 


“Noah,” he corrected the man, tearing his eyes away from 
the rough, handsome face. The skin was a little weathered, 
as if he spent a lot of time in the sun, and Noah wondered if 
he liked to fish. There was good fishing here in the Ten 
Thousand Islands area off the Florida Gulf Coast. Maybe 
they could... 


Reluctantly, Noah pulled the phone out of his pocket. He had 
a feeling no one would be going fishing anytime soon. 


“Found something, Chief. A body out deep in the swamp, in 
a bunch of black mangroves on the edge of one of the 
streams. Might even be your dealer. We can only hope it is.” 


Rivera raised his eyebrows at that last comment. 


“Noah lost a good friend a few years back to an overdose,” 
Walsh said. 


Rivera nodded and murmured, “Sorry for your loss.” Chief 
Walsh took the phone and swore under his breath as he 
looked at the photo. “Now that’s a mess. Becky, can you 
and Noah transfer these pictures to the computer so we can 
all see them?” 


After rummaging through her desk, Becky found a USB cable 
that worked with Noah’s phone. They transferred the 
pictures and then the detectives crowded Big Cypress 
Crossroads 
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around the monitor. Rivera said, “What do you think, Scott? 
You saw the bastard most recently. Is that Lugo?” 


Scott looked frustrated. “It’s impossible to say for sure.” 


“Sorry the pictures aren’t better,” Noah said, trying to look 
anywhere but at the screen. “I really didn’t want to get too 
close.” 


“Can't blame you for that. Not sure it would have helped 
anyway. He’s the right size and general coloring, but that’s 
all | can tell. We’ll have to wait for the DNA results.” Scott 
leaned in to get a closer look, using one hand to prop 
himself up on a polished black cane. “What’s that around his 
neck? Some kind of pendant? | don’t recall him wearing any 
kind of necklace, not even a crucifix.” 


“We'll get a better look tomorrow,” Chief Walsh said. “It’s 
too late to do anything tonight.” 


Scott protested. “Another night in the swamp and we'll be 
lucky if there’s enough left of him to even a get a DNA 
match.” 


But Walsh shook his head. “We’re not going out there 
tonight. It’s late. By the time we could round up a boat and 
enough men to stand guard against the gators, most of the 
night would be over. Anyway, look at Noah. He’s exhausted. 
| doubt he could even find the place again in the dark in the 
Shape he’s in. 


“No,” Walsh continued, “there’s nothing to be done tonight 
except make some phone calls—the park service, the FBI. 
It’s on federal land. This is going to be a jurisdictional 
nightmare.” 


“It won’t be as bad as you think,” Rivera reassured him. 
“We're already operating an inter-agency task force, headed 
up by our boss, Lieutenant Hanahan. 


Lugo was part of the drug dealing operation we’ve been 
targeting. l'Il call Hanahan, and she'll arrange forensics. If 
you could call the park service and let them know what’s 
going on, that would be a big help.” 


Scott gestured at the map in the chief's office. “Noah, can 
you show us where you found him?” 


6 
Bren Christopher 


“Only the general area.” He pointed it out on the map, 
inland and a little south of town. “I can find it again once I’m 
out there.” Walsh said, “I know you don’t want to go back 
there, but we’re going to need your help. Will you take us 
tomorrow morning? You don’t have anything booked?” Noah 
tugged a hand through his tangled hair and nodded. “I 
figured | would have to. | don’t have any kayak tours lined 
up until later in the weekend.” He noticed Scott gazing at 
his long hair. He tugged at it a little harder and then looked 
away, embarrassed. He must be quite a sight. If he had 
known the man was going to be here, he would have taken 
the time to clean up before coming. 


Maybe shaved off the scraggly patch of hair on his chin. It 
wasn’t like Lugo, or whoever the corpse was, would have 
minded waiting an extra hour. 


Walsh was speaking to him. “Go home, Noah. Let your 
mama know you're still in one piece. l'Il call your father at 
the tour office and see about getting a boat for tomorrow.” 
He added, “And you should stay with them tonight. You look 
like hell, boy. You don’t need to be staying out in that crappy 
old trailer by yourself.” Noah was only half listening. He cast 
another glance at Scott. The man was still looking at him, 


but this time his gaze lingered on Noah’s long, muscular 
legs. 


Noah grinned, catching his eye. It was the detective’s turn 
to look a little embarrassed. 


* OK OK 


Noah sat in the truck outside his parents’ sprawling old 
clapboard house. It was starting to look a little run-down, 
and he thought that refreshing the peeling white paint 
would be a good fall project, when business slowed and the 
temperature became more tolerable. 


As he listened to the buzz of the cicadas and the occasional 
loud croaking of a bullfrog, he fought the urge to start up 
the truck and head for his little trailer back in the woods, 
away from everyone. He’d been doing just that, running 
away from everyone, for a long time now. 
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He knew he owed his parents more consideration, but he 
wasn’t looking forward to listening to his mother berate him 
for staying away so many days without letting them know 
he was still in one piece. Not only that, but judging from the 
cars parked haphazardly in the yard, his older sister Jenny 
and her family were over and so was someone whose car he 
didn’t recognize. Probably a friend of Jake’s, over to do 
“homework”—aka PlayStation. He didn’t need all of them 
overhearing exactly what his mother thought about him 
wandering off without a word. At least his father’s truck 
wasn’t there. Probably still at work, trying to juggle the 
schedule for the next day to accommodate the forensics 
team they would take out to the site. 


He didn’t doubt that his father had already called and told 
his mother everything that had happened, including finding 
the body. Mama would really be worried about him after 
hearing that. 


But when he walked in, she just said, “Go wash your hands. 
l'Il warm up the leftovers. You look like you haven’t eaten in 
days.” On his way down the hall, he paused outside the 
living room where the family had gathered after dinner. He 
smiled at the sounds of laughter and hoots of triumph 
against the background of beeps and roars. It sounded like a 
racing game, and it sounded like Jake was winning. His little 
brother never held back when it came to letting anyone 
know how he felt, good or bad. Noah had always admired 
that about him. 


His mother put a plate of her specialty, chicken and 
dumplings, in front of him and sat down across the table, 
her green eyes steady on him. She didn’t say a word. 


He bit his lip. This silence was worse than the yelling, and 
she knew it. 


The silence stretched. He broke first. As always. “Okay. I’m 
sorry, all right? | just...” He didn’t know how to explain. “1 
kind of lost track of time, | guess. | didn’t realize I’d been 
gone so long.” 


“Do you think that’s what | want to hear? That you can 
forget how many days you’ve been away is more worrisome 
than if you had done it deliberately.” He stared down at his 
plate. 
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“Eat, Noah. Then get in the shower. You smell like the 
swamp.” The hot shower was pure luxury after days 
Camping. He smelled like sweat and mosquito repellant. But 
washing his already tangled hair only served to solidify the 
knots. 


He finished drying off and pulled on clean shorts. Then he 
paused to stare into the mirror, wondering what Scott had 
seen. Noah was sure Scott had looked at his legs. Maybe his 
ass too, though that was impossible to say for certain as he 
didn’t have eyes in the back of his head. But it had felt like 
it. This hair, though... He struggled to get a comb through it, 
cursing. 


Jake banged on the door. “What're you doing in there, Bro? 
You're gone for days, and then you hog the bathroom. Go 
whack off at your own place.” 


“Jake,” his mama yelled, “that’s enough of that language. 
You wait your turn.” Another knock on the door, this one 
gentler. “Noah, dear, is everything okay?” Great. Nothing 
like causing her yet more unnecessary worry. He opened the 
door with the comb in his hand. “I’m trying to get the 
tangles out, Ma, but there are too many knots.” 


She looked astonished for a moment and then said, “Come 
into the kitchen where the light’s better.” 


She led him to the table. “Sit down.” She took the comb 
from him after he had taken his seat. “It would be easier to 
go ahead and cut it.” 


“No!” 


Surprised, she paused with the comb held up in the air. 
“Okay, then we won't. 


It was just a thought.” 


“Sorry, | didn’t mean to yell. It’s just that in the dream...” He 
stopped. 


“I knew it. That’s why you look like you haven’t slept. You’ve 
been dreaming again. Why didn’t you say something? You 
know l'Il listen.” He shifted uneasily, not liking to talk about 
it, not even to her. 


“Tell me,” she said in her no-nonsense tone. 
Big Cypress Crossroads 
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“It’s so vague. That’s why I didn’t want to say anything. It’s 
only a few images and a bad feeling.” 


“Do you think it has anything to do with this body you 
found?” 


“It’s hard to say. Maybe I’m too tired. It’s confusing, because 
some of the dreams are bad—horrible—and some of them 
are good, and somehow they’re all tied up together.” 


He didn’t tell her about the dreams of Scott, where the man 
was running his hands through Noah’s long hair, then 
twisting it tightly into both his fists while he... Well, some 
things you just didn’t tell your mama, no matter if it seemed 
like she could sometimes see right through you. 
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Chapter Two 


The roar of the airboat penetrated the earmuffs that Noah 
had given the group when they’d boarded at the little 
marina on the river. Scott closed his eyes briefly, feeling the 
wind and sun on his face. It had been too long since he’d 
been out on the water. He preferred the open sea to these 
narrow waterways, but it was still a joy to be outdoors again 
after his long recovery. This early in spring, the mosquitoes 
were still bearable. 


Chief Terry Walsh had arranged for the airboat, as well asa 
brief meeting with Noah’s father to discuss renting a couple 
of boats for the forensics team. The scouting trip today 
would tell them just how complicated the evidence removal 
would be, although they wouldn’t touch anything until the 
team arrived later in the afternoon. 


Scott sneaked a look back every now and then at Noah as 
the guide controlled the airboat with a casual skill that 
spoke of experience. He had shaved, and his hair was 
smoothed and combed out, tied back with a rubber band to 
keep it from whipping into his face when the airboat picked 
up speed. The young man seemed as if he was enjoying 
himself as well, smiling into the wind with a contented 
expression that belied the dark shadows under his eyes. No 
doubt Noah was bothered by the grisly sight he had 
happened on the previous day. It had probably given him 
nightmares. Scott grimaced in sympathy. 


Rivera was sneaking his own peeks, Scott noticed, but at 
him, not Noah. 


Exasperated, Scott gave him a glare. Rivera grinned back. 
Scott knew he was lucky to even be on the boat today, after 
their conversation this morning at the police station. 


Big Cypress Crossroads 
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Rivera had tried to get him to stay behind. At least he had 
possessed the courtesy to speak in a low voice, making an 
attempt to keep the conversation from Chief Walsh and 
Noah, who were looking at the map again. “You're not 
cleared for this. You know you shouldn’t even be here. The 
lieutenant is going to have my ass as it is.” 


“| feel fine,” he’d answered. 


“That’s not the point. You’re cleared for desk duty, not field 
work.” Scott sounded bitter. “What difference does it make? 
Desk duty may be all I’m ever cleared for, and you know it. 
And if some asshole HR staffer suggests | take disability one 
more time, I’m gonna lose it.” 


Rivera winced. “Don’t listen to them. You’re getting better 
every day. You’re just not there yet, m/ amigo.” 


Scott took a deep breath, trying to control his anger. Rivera 
certainly didn’t deserve any of it. “Miguel, | need to see this 
through. If anybody should understand, it’s you.” 


“Wait here. l'Il take a lot of pictures, and then we can look at 
them this afternoon.” 


“All I’m doing is riding in a boat. It’s not like it’s strenuous.” 
Rivera had opened his mouth to reply, but they had let their 
voices get too loud and caught the attention of Walsh and 
Noah. 


Walsh looked back and forth between them. “Is there a 
problem?” Scott said, “No.” At the same time, Rivera said, 
“Yes.” The two stood and glowered at each other while 
Walsh’s eyebrows crept up to his hairline. “I feel like I’m 


watching a couple of bickering old ladies. I’m guessing you 
two have been partners a long time.” 


Scott ignored the comment and turned to Noah. “All I’m 
going to do is ride in the boat. Do you think that will be 
particularly demanding? Do you foresee any real physical 
activity on this trip?” 
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Noah looked cautious, and Scott felt the tiniest bit of 
remorse about putting the man on the spot with no warning. 


But Noah said what Scott wanted to hear. “Not as long as 
you don’t get out and try to climb around the mangroves 
when we get there. You might have to use that”—Noah 
gestured toward the smooth black cane that Scott had 
leaned against the wall—“to help you get in and out of the 
boat.” 


“Good enough.” Scott had looked at Rivera. “I’m going.” 
Rivera had given in, and now Scott was very glad he had 
stuck to the argument and gotten his way. He felt fine. 
Better than he had in quite a while. And if it was Lugo dead 
in the swamp, maybe he could begin to put this whole 
ordeal behind him and really start to heal—inside as well as 
out. Just the fact that he had been eyeing those marvelous 
legs of Noah’s, and that sun-streaked light brown hair—that 
had to be a good sign, right? It was certainly a lot more 
interest than he’d felt in anyone in a long time. 


Noah throttled back. The boat slowed, and the engine noise 
became more bearable. Scott looked around as he took off 
the earmuffs. The waterway had become narrow. The 
overarching trees stood closer together, blocking out some 


of the early-morning light. The water appeared darker here, 
clouded with green algae, and the smell of life was strong. 
New life in the trees as spring came to the Everglades—old 
life rotting to give nourishment to the new. 


Walsh stood to talk to Noah. “We're off the regular trails. 
Almost there?” Noah looked around. “Just getting my 
bearings. It’s up this way.” He steered the boat up a stream 
headed east, then slowed when he came to the tangle of 
mangroves. The body was still there but, as expected, in 
worse shape than yesterday. Rivera wrinkled his nose, and 
the chief pulled a couple of masks out of his bag, handing 
one to the detective. They could tolerate the stench where 
they were tying the boat, but closer in, it would be almost 
unbearable. 


Noah maneuvered around the bare, jutting mangrove roots 
to get as close as he could to the trees, and then Walsh and 
Rivera jumped out to rope the boat to a Big Cypress 
Crossroads 
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couple of limbs to hold it steady. Under the watchful eye of 
his partner, Scott folded his hands in his lap and forced 
himself to remain in the boat. 


Noah handed him a bottle of water from the cooler, then sat 
next to him. They rested together in silence while Walsh and 
Rivera clambered around the tree roots, taking pictures but 

not touching anything. 


Scott couldn’t help himself. He called to them, “Get a close- 
up of that pendant, will you?” 


Rivera, who had been in the middle of doing exactly that, 
turned to scowl at him, but Scott persisted. “And look at his 


right arm. Can you still see if there’s a tattoo? Get a picture 
of it.” 


Rivera muttered something under his breath and turned 
back to the corpse. 


Scott told himself to shut up. 


Noah spoke in a slow Southern drawl that Scott found rather 
soothing. “It’s hard for you, isn’t it? To just sit by. | know it’s 

none of my business, so feel free to tell me to back off if you 
want. You don’t look like you’re too used to that cane. What 

happened?” 


Scott looked down at the water bottle in his hands, debating 
how much to say. 


He was usually reluctant to talk about it, his resentment of 
the infirmity still too close to the surface. He looked up, 
meeting Noah’s calm, interested gaze. The fine gray-green 
eyes were patient as he waited for an answer. Scott looked 
into those eyes, and his breath caught for a moment. They 
were so calm, like a reflection of the water that lifted and 
gently swayed the boat. 


Scott blinked and looked away. “A gunshot wound. It’s been 
four months, and sometimes | wonder if it will ever heal 
completely.” He tried to keep the frustration and bitterness 
out of his voice. He had never been able to get a straight 
answer from any of the doctors about when, or even if, he 
would be able to completely abandon the cane he hated so 
much. “The doctors still don’t want me to do anything but 
hold down a desk. It’s driving me nuts.” 


Noah smiled. “Your partner too, | think.” 
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Scott grimaced. “I know it’s hard on Miguel. He wants to do 
what he thinks is best for me while still trying to indulge my 
need to be part of this investigation.” They fell silent, 
watching as the other two men scouted the area. Noah 
didn’t seem as bothered by the remains today. Because he 
had found out they were probably all that was left of a drug 
dealer? 


He started to ask Noah about it when he noticed that, 
although the guide gazed in the direction of the corpse, his 
eyes had gradually become unfocused as if seeing 
something else. Or nothing at all. Scott remained silent, not 
wanting to disturb his reverie. Noah looked so tired. Maybe 
he needed a few minutes of quiet. 


The silence was disrupted when Walsh and Rivera climbed 
back aboard. Noah stirred, his eyes focusing again. 


Walsh said, “We’ll take the cooler and the shotgun and stay 
here. We need to make sure no more vultures or other 
critters get a crack at this guy. Not to mention any poor 
tourist who might wander off the beaten path and get the 
shock of his life.” Rivera handed Scott the camera. “When 
the forensics team gets here, they can get started with the 
pictures. | got a close-up of that pendant. It looks like an 
amulet, perhaps voodoo or Santeria.” 


“Santeria? | don’t recall hearing that Lugo was particularly 
religious.” 


“It is strange. | also got some pictures of knife wounds. It 
looks like he was stabbed multiple times before being hung 
in the tree. Hey, when the boat comes back, send us some 
lunch, okay? All this activity is making me hungry.” 


“Ugh, Miguel, how can you?” 


Noah started to stand. “There are some energy bars—oh...” 
He stumbled and almost fell to the deck. 


Scott caught him and then eased him into the seat. “Easy 
there. I’ve got you.” 


“Noah!” Walsh hovered anxiously. “What’s wrong?” 
“Felt a little dizzy for a second.” 
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Scott laid a hand on the back of Noah’s neck, trying to 
ignore the jolt of electricity that shot up his arm at the 
contact with that smooth skin. But he couldn’t ignore the 
little shiver Noah gave in response to his touch, or what that 
reaction did to him as it ignited a fire in his lower belly. He 
struggled to keep his voice under control. “You feel warm. 
Put your head down between your knees and take some 
deep breaths.” Gently pushing the tail of hair out of the 
way, he held the cool water bottle against the back of 
Noah’s neck. “How’s that?” 


“Better. Sorry. I’m all right.” He straightened, looking 
embarrassed. 


Walsh frowned at him. “You’re white as a ghost, boy. Did you 
eat anything this morning?” 


Noah’s voice rose a little. “For God’s sake, Uncle Terry. I’m 
almost twenty-four. 


Quit treating me like I’m still a kid.” 


“Then start taking care of yourself,” Walsh snapped back. 
“Do you want me to call your mama and tell her about 
this?” 


“No, damn it. | just don’t want to bother anyone. Y'all are 
going to have your hands full as it is, hauling out all these 
bodies. Gonna be a damn circus around here.” 


A stunned silence greeted his declaration. 


Impatiently, Noah added, “Can we go? We've got to arrange 
for a lot more boats. | can help with that. But | don’t want to 
come back here.” It was Walsh—Uncle Terry, apparently— 
who broke the silence. “Noah,” he said, his voice gentle, 
“what do you mean ‘bodies’? Do you think there are more 
bodies that we don’t see here?” 


“Under the water. Yes.” 
“How many?” 


Noah shrugged. “Can’t be sure. Some of them have been 
there awhile. But I think they were all bad men, like this 
one.” 


“How can you know that?” Scott asked. “How do you know 
about the bodies?” 16 
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“I just do.” 
“That’s not much of an answer.” 


Chief Walsh interrupted. “It’s obvious. The water is shallow 
here. He must have seen something out of the corner of his 
eye that didn’t really register at the time—maybe a bone or 


some torn clothing. You know how that can be with 
witnesses, right?” 


Scott exchanged a doubtful glance with Rivera, but Walsh 
continued, “Anyway, he’s tired and hungry. Take one of the 
bars, Noah, and some water. And Scott, when you get back, 
will you take him to get something to eat? It’s still early. I’m 
sure you'll have time before your team gets here.” 


Scott looked at his partner again and twitched an eyebrow. 
Rivera nodded slightly. The chief’s explanation was weak at 
best. Scott might have to let it drop for now, but Rivera 
would have a couple of hours alone with the good Chief 
Walsh to try to get out of him just what the hell all that had 
been about. 


And Scott had the whole long, noisy ride back to figure out 
just what the hell he was doing, falling for a guy who was, 
just possibly, not quite all there. 


x OK OK 


Pulling into the dock where Taylor’s Tours had its operation, 
Scott saw that most of the boats were gone—probably 
either rented for the day or out on guided tours. Although it 
seemed a fairly large operation, most of the people who 
worked there appeared to be related in one way or another. 


Noah’s father had taken off with an early-morning tour. 
Noah said, “We can go to the office, and l'Il mark the 
location on a trail map and see who’s around to go back out 
when your team gets here.” 


“Not before we get something to eat. | don’t want your 
uncle after me with his shotgun for not taking care of you.” 


Noah looked down. “Sorry to be a pain.” 


Big Cypress Crossroads 
17 


He looked so self-conscious. “Hey,” Scott said, touching 
Noah’s arm lightly. “It’s okay. I’m hungry too, and we need 
to get some food for Miguel and your uncle. | don’t want to 
go back out there either. We’ll send the food back with one 
of the chief's officers.” He was rewarded with a sweet, 
relieved smile that did some very strange things to his 
stomach. 


They headed for the diner in Noah’s truck. After parking on 
the main street of the old downtown area, they walked the 
short distance to the storefront diner. The day’s specials 
were colorfully scrawled by hand across half the large plate- 
glass window, along with artistically rendered pictures of pie 
and coffee. The little bell over the glass door jingled as they 
entered. Noah greeted a few customers who nodded and 
returned his smile. 


Their order was taken by a cheerful blonde who slid into the 
red vinyl booth right next to Noah. Her name tag said 
Stacey. 


“Hey, Noah. Who’s your handsome friend?” She nudged 
Noah and then smiled at Scott. “Must be one of the 
policemen from Miami here about that body?” 


“Word gets around fast,” Scott said. 
Noah introduced them and then said, “It’s a small town.” 
“I can see that. You seem to know everyone.” 


Noah looked down at the menu. “I Suppose.” 


“Everyone knows Noah. That’s for sure,” said Stacey. She 
leaned into Noah, crowding him, and Noah appeared to 
tense up. “I heard you’re the one who found the body,” she 
said in a loud, theatrical whisper. “What happened? Did you 
have a dream or something?” 


Noah seemed to force a smile. “Just followed the vultures. 
Anyone could have done it.” 


“Oh.” Stacey seemed disappointed. 


Noah looked uncomfortable. Scott intervened. “Do you think 
| could get some coffee, Stacey?” 
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When they were alone again, Scott asked, “What did she 
mean?” 


“It’s nothing. Sometimes | have bad dreams. | yell a lot 
during them, or so I’m told. It happened once, years ago 
when I was at Summer camp. No one seems to be able to 
forget it. But I’ve got my own place now—a trailer out on my 
parents’ 


property—so | don’t bother anyone.” 
“Does it happen a lot?” 


“Not in a long time. But recently, it’s started again. Anyway, 
the dreams aren’t always bad.” He smiled. “Sometimes | 
have good dreams too.” He stared at Scott and his grin 
widened. “Sometimes they’re really good.” Big Cypress 
Crossroads 
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Chapter Three 


Scott pushed back from the computer he had been using to 
click through the crime-scene photos. Stretching out his leg, 
he rubbed it absently in an attempt to alleviate the ache 
brought about by the busy day. 


The closest medical examiner’s office was an hour away in 
Naples, so a nearby warehouse had been converted into 
temporary storage for the evidence. Scott had opted to stay 
at the station and help the team get set up, rather than 
return to the site. He could learn nothing else there. 


But he did learn something from the photos. After zooming 
in closely, he identified the vestiges of a tattoo on the upper 
right arm of the corpse as a heart with a knife through it. It 
seemed very likely that the corpse was indeed Lugo. 


Scott stared at the photo of the tattoo. He knew he should 
feel relieved that the dealer was dead. But he was more 
disappointed that someone else had beaten him to it. 
They’d never been able to prove that the bullet that had 
shattered Scott’s femur came from Lugo’s gun, but the 
dealer had definitely been in the house when they’d raided 
it. And as bitter as Scott felt about his leg, other officers had 
paid a much higher price for that drug raid gone wrong. 


Noah had stayed at the tour office to help his father 
organize the boats and the guides, and most of the team 
had been dispatched to the site. It hadn’t take them long to 
confirm that an unknown number of bodies lay scattered 
under the water. 


Lieutenant Hanahan had stayed in Miami, putting Rivera in 
charge of the scene. 


That didn’t stop representatives from a half dozen other 
agencies from showing up to put in their two cents. 


Noah was right. It had turned into a damn big three-ring 
circus. 
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As night fell, most of the team returned, including Rivera. 
He stared at the pictures. “So it is him? It’s the same 
tattoo?” 


“Yes, damn it. It’s him.” Scott’s voice sounded tight and 
angry. 


“Feeling cheated?” Rivera sounded bitter too. “Some 
asshole beat us to it. | wanted to perp-walk him through a 
station full of cops pissed about the officers killed in that 
raid.” 


“More than that,” Scott said. “I’m pissed about what he 
could have told us about his boss. Do you think Santiago will 
come out of the woodwork now?” 


“That would be interesting, wouldn’t it? But for right now, 
he’s got other lieutenants to help run the show. E/ jefe can 
sit back and pull the strings like he always has.” 


“Yeah, you're right. And anyway, what the hell—if Santiago 
did show up, how would we know? We don’t have a clue 
what he looks like. We’ve got no pictures of him. No 
description.” 


“Not yet. But his network is falling apart. He lost a lot of 
men in that raid. 


Lugo escaped that raid only to end up dead here. If the 
other bodies turn out to be Santiago’s men, he might run 
out of lieutenants. He’ll be forced to come out from under 
his rock or give up his business altogether. Once he’s in the 
open, we'll find a way to identify him. People have seen him. 
They’re just afraid to talk.” Chief Walsh joined them, cutting 
their speculation short. 


Rivera looked at him. “I would still like to understand how 
Noah realized there were more bodies.” Apparently he 
hadn’t been very successful at getting any more information 
from Walsh while they had been alone. 


“| already told you what I think,” Walsh answered. 


Scott still thought Walsh was hiding something, but there 
was nothing he could do short of calling the man a liar, and 
they were a long way from that. 


Noah and Jacob Taylor arrived, forestalling any more 
questions. A thin, weathered man, Taylor ran his business 
quietly and efficiently. He had the same Big Cypress 
Crossroads 
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light, sun-streaked hair as his son, although it was shorter 
and beginning to recede. 


He carried a contract for the additional boats they had 
already begun using to carry the forensics team and the 
evidence back and forth from the crime scene. 


Rivera signed off on the contract and then left Taylor and 
Walsh to work out the schedule. He joined Scott in front of 
the monitor. Scott pointed out some of the research he’d 
been doing on the talisman found with the body. 


Noah wandered over to the two detectives. He leaned over 
Scott’s shoulder to look at the screen. He had freed his hair 
from its rubber band. The long ends gently brushed Scott’s 
shoulder. Scott had the irrational thought—it had to be 
irrational, didn’t it?—that the young man had done it 
deliberately. He smelled of sea air and soap, and Scott 
breathed him in, filling his lungs and then letting his breath 
out in a slow sigh. Some of the stress drained from Scott’s 
body to be replaced by another, altogether more pleasant 
sort of tension. 


Noah spoke, his breath a light whisper against Scott’s 
cheek. “What have you got there? Is that the talisman they 
found on the body?” They turned their attention to the 
screen. “Yes. I’ve been doing some research. 


I’ve studied Lugo’s file—spent months following him. His life 
was nothing but clubs, tattoo parlors, and dealing. Never 
once did he go near a church. But the talisman is Santeria. 
It’s a symbol for Eshu, also known as Eleggua. Eleggua is an 
orisha, a spirit or deity who guards the crossroads and 
brings fortune or misfortune, apparently depending on his 
whim at the time.” 


Rivera said, “Santeria practices a lot of sacrifices, usually 
chickens or other small animals. Nothing like this...but still... 
do you think...?” 


“Considering the way Lugo hung from that tree, and the 
talisman... You’re thinking what | am—that the killer placed 
it around his neck during some kind of ritual sacrifice.” 


Rivera nodded. “I'll tell the forensics team to hunt for more 
of those talismans. 


Between decay and scavengers, the bodies are in such bad 
shape that they probably 22 
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won't be wearing the necklaces anymore. But there might 
some items scattered underwater.” 


Scott turned back to the screen. “Another piece that does 
not fit into this puzzle is the location. If this is a sacrifice to 
Eleggua to bring fortune, the ritual is supposed to be 
performed at a crossroads. The blood has to be spilled at an 
intersection. So why out in the middle of the swamp?” 
Rivera shook his head, but Noah said, “It /s a crossroads.” 
They stared at him. “What do you mean?” Scott asked. 
“There’s nothing out there that’s anything like a road.” 


Noah led them to the map on the wall of the chief's office. 
“Here,” he said, his finger tracing the line of the stream they 
had followed that morning. “And here.” He pointed out an 
intersecting waterway curving around the stand of 
mangroves, making it an island of sorts. “This one is very 
Shallow now, so it’s hard to see, but in the summer, during 
the rainy season, it’s much deeper. These were canoe trails 
used by the Calusa, a tribe that dominated this region for 
hundreds of years before the Spanish arrived. See? These 
waterways intersect right at the trees.” Scott smiled at him. 
“You're a pretty useful guy, aren’t you?” 


“Well, | ama guide. I’m supposed to know the history of the 
area.” But he was smiling back. 


Scott ignored Rivera’s raised eyebrows. His partner looked 
back and forth between the two of them as they stood there 
for a minute, smiling at each other. 


Scott brought his mind back to business. “So the question 
is, who would know the area this well? Who could get in and 
out of the swamp, off the marked trails, and know those two 


streams create a crossroads? And be a practitioner of 
Santeria?” 


“Or just be working for the person who wanted to make the 
sacrifices. Could be another guide.” Rivera stared pointedly 
at Noah. 
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Noah looked astonished. “You don’t really think | had 
anything to do with this, do you? Why would | even report 
the body?” 


“You'd be surprised how many murderers are the ones who 
actually report the crime,” Rivera remarked, but Scott knew 
him well enough to see he was just playing devil’s advocate. 
Unfortunately, others did not. 


“Are you accusing my nephew of something, Detective 
Rivera?” Chief Walsh’s voice was deceptively mild. 


“No, Chief, not really. Only speculating that it would take 
someone with Noah’s skills to haul those men out there. If it 
was a Sacrifice, the men would still have to be alive in order 
to have their blood spilled on the spot, and that would 
probably take more than one person. Any ideas?” 


“There are a lot of guides around here, and a lot of folks 
who enjoy boating and camping in the park. You don’t have 
to be a guide to know the area pretty well. But Santeria... | 
don’t know. We do have a small Hispanic population. Most 
attend St. 


Luke’s Catholic Church. | know that Santeria is widely 
practiced by Cubans and other folks in Miami, but I’ve never 


heard of it here. | can talk to the priest and a few of the 
parishioners and see if they have any ideas.” Noah sounded 
hesitant. “Uncle Terry, | can talk to some of the guys Kyle 
knew.” 


“No.” Walsh’s voice was firm. “You don’t go near those 
people. Leave them to me.” 


Noah seemed reluctant, but he said, “Okay.” 


Rivera and Walsh left to report their latest findings to the 
other team members, leaving Scott alone with Noah. 


“Don’t take it personally. Miguel is suspicious of everyone,” 
Scott said as he sat back down and absently rubbed his 
thigh. 
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“It’s all right. | guess | can understand why he might think | 
know more than I do.” Noah took a chair near him—not 
quite close enough to touch, but definitely close enough to 
feel the slight warmth radiating from his skin. “Your leg 
hurting?” 


“It’s been a long day.” He dropped his hand away from his 
leg, feeling a little ashamed to show such weakness in front 
of this vital young man. “Will you tell me about Kyle? Is he 
your friend who overdosed?” 


“Kyle Brooks. He was a friend of mine in high school. He had 
everything going for him—lots of friends, a nice family, 
money. We were...involved.” He looked at Scott as if to 
gauge his reaction to that statement. Did he think Scott 
would have a problem with Noah being gay? True, they 


hadn’t actually discussed it yet, and Scott was a cop—a fact 
that did not usually inspire people to confide their most 
closely guarded secrets. But Noah had to see Scott’s 
interest in him, and Scott had a feeling Noah made no 
pretense of being in the closet. 


Scott smiled at him encouragingly and even went so far as 
to “accidentally” brush their arms together. Noah returned 
his smile and seemed to relax. He continued. “I was always 
Surprised Kyle wanted to be seen in public with me and that 
he didn’t mind people knowing we were together. He caught 
a lot of grief from his family. But he never hesitated.” 


Noah smiled at the memories—a small, sad smile that went 
straight to Scott’s heart. Then the smile faded. “Like a lot of 
high school kids around here, we would go out in the woods 
on the weekend, smoke some pot, have a few drinks, and 
make out. That was enough for me, but Kyle would 
sometimes experiment with different pills he’d scored— 
Ecstasy, uppers, downers, whatever. | never did. | figured | 
needed to be at least halfway in my right mind, so | could 
make sure he didn’t go too far.” 


Noah shifted in his seat and sighed. “He was smart as well 
as good-looking. He got a scholarship to the University of 
Miami. He tried to talk me into going, but | didn’t want to 
live in the city. Miami is only a couple of hours away, so I’d 
go visit him on the weekends.” 
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“And you didn’t like what you were seeing?” Scott was all 
too familiar with the story of good-looking small-town boys 
and girls being lured into lives they had no idea how to 
handle. 


“It seemed like every time | went to see him, he’d want to 
take me to another party where there were more hard-core 
drugs, more hard-core people. | know his grades suffered, 
and after a year, | begged him to come home with me. He 
just laughed and told me to quit acting like his old man. He 
never thought anything could really hurt him.” Noah ended 
the story abruptly. “Then they found him in his apartment, 
dead from an overdose.” 


Scott had a feeling there was more to it than that, but he 
didn’t press Noah any further. 


They were quiet for a moment while Scott resisted the urge 
to pull the other man close in a comforting embrace. Not 
really appropriate behavior with the chief’s nephew in the 
man’s own office. 


Noah said, “It’s late. Have you eaten anything since we had 
breakfast?” Scott shook his head. 


“There’s a nice seafood restaurant down by the water. Stone 
crab and beer. 


What do you say?” 


Scott hesitated, unsure if the invitation meant what he 
thought it might mean. 


He found it difficult to believe that the energetic trail guide 
could be interested in someone who limped when he 
walked. 


“Hey,” Noah said, “you took care of me this morning. It’s my 
turn, okay?” Scott looked into those clear, smiling eyes and 
nodded. “All right. l'Il tell Rivera I’m going.” 


x OK OK 


The restaurant was built on a pier jutting over the water. 
They were seated in front of a large plate-glass window with 
a gorgeous view across the river leading to the Chokoloskee 
Bay and then west into the gulf. 
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“This is really nice. Thanks.” Scott felt ridiculously self- 
conscious. It had been a long time since he’d been ona 
date, which he supposed this was. Even before the shooting, 
he’d been so wrapped up in work that he had to force 
himself to get away for an afternoon on his boat. He’d 
always loved being out on the water by himself, fishing, or 
at least pretending to fish. The thirty-footer was the one 
indulgence he allowed himself. But he found it difficult to 
make the time. 


They had ordered and started on their beers when Noah 
asked, as if reading his mind, “Do you like to fish?” 


Astonished, Scott stared at him. But it wasn’t really an 
unusual question, considering the heavy charter boat 
business in the area. Scott told him about the fishing boat 
that served as his refuge when the stress of his job grew to 
be a little too much. 


Gradually he relaxed and started enjoying himself. Noah 
seemed so easygoing, and his slow, soft accent had an 
oddly soothing effect. Noah talked about his family and the 
people he met as a trail guide. He appeared very sure of 
himself, as if he already knew exactly where the night was 
headed. His self-assurance was infectious, and Scott’s 
tension drained away as he grew more confident in 
response. 


“Can | ask you something, Noah?” 
“Sure.” 


“When we first met, you acted as if you knew me. But we’ve 
never met. I’d remember you. What was that all about?” 


Noah pulled the meat from the crab claw and ate it slowly, 
seeming to savor every bite. Scott watched his mouth, 
feeling the warmth building in his crotch. 


“Messy,” said Noah, licking one finger clean and then 
another. 


“Oh,” Scott murmured. 


“| did feel like | had met you before. | can’t tell you why right 
now, though. lIl tell you later. Is that all right?” 


“Okay,” he answered absently, still staring at Noah’s mouth. 
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They went out on the pier after dinner to take in the view of 
the bay. Noah led him to a bench by the water, hidden in the 
shadows of the huge cypress tree for which the town was 
named. 


Noah sat next to him in the dim light and gently placed a 
hand over his, where he had absently been rubbing at his 
thigh again. Scott stilled but didn’t move his hand from 
under Noah’s. Instead, impulsively, he turned it up and 
entwined their fingers. A few other people strolled the pier, 
both tourists and locals, but Scott’s attention was only on 
Noah. 


“Tell me how this happened,” Noah said. “It has to do with 
that dead dealer | found—Lugo?” 


Scott gazed at their clasped hands where they rested on his 
injured leg. “Yes. 


He was part of a big drug-running ring in Miami that we’ve 
been following for some time now. A few months ago we 
thought we had him and a couple of his buddies fairly well 
cornered in a little house in north Miami. We had them 
surrounded, and we thought we were ready for anything.” 
His voice turned grim. “But there were a lot more of them 
than we expected, and they had some serious firepower, 
including armor-piercing rounds. Three good officers died 
that day. Lugo got away in the chaos, although several of his 
associates were killed.” Scott looked down at his leg. “I took 
a bullet in my thigh. It gouged out some muscle and broke 
the femur in a couple of places. | have a steel rod in there 
now. 


I’m told I’m lucky | can walk at all. But | don’t feel lucky.” 


“Still, you don’t need the cane all the time, right? And I’m 
guessing you need it less now than you did a few weeks 
ago.” 


“That’s true.” Scott’s gaze came to rest on Noah’s hair. He 
reached out and did what he’d wanted to do all day—rana 
hand through it, letting the smooth strands fall between his 
fingers. Noah smiled and half-closed his eyes at the touch. 


“You clean up nice,” Scott said. 


“You sure better like it. Took half an hour to get all the knots 
out.” 


“You did it for me?” 
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“Oh.” Scott let his hand drop from Noah’s hair to stroke his 
cheekbone, taking his time despite the urge to yank the 
man toward him and crush their lips together. 


His heart pounded. This first kiss felt unreasonably 
important. 


Noah seemed to enjoy the attention. His eyes drifted shut 
again as Scott brushed a thumb over his lips and then 
pressed it lightly against his mouth. Noah parted his lips and 
took in the thumb, wrapping his well-shaped lips around it 
and sucking gently. Scott let out a small moan before he 
could stop himself. 


No longer able to wait, he slipped his hand behind Noah’s 
head, cupping it and drawing him forward. Their tongues 
slid together in a firm but gentle kiss that lasted forever and 
not long enough. The young man tasted of mints and a hint 
of beer and a sweetness all his own, and Scott thought his 
heart would burst from his chest. 


When they finally broke apart, both gasped for breath. 
“Oh,” Noah said. “Oh my.” His eyes appeared a little glassy. 


“Yeah,” Scott panted. And did it again, with more force this 
time, crushing the younger man’s lips and taking possession 
of that lovely mouth to ravish it completely. 


When they broke apart this time, Scott said, “We’re pretty 
well hidden here, but not invisible. If we start this again, 


your uncle is going to have to arrest us for public 
indecency.” He squeezed Noah’s hand. “Come with me. 
Back to my room. Will you?” 


“Sure.” As if Noah had always assumed they would end up 
there. “I brought an overnight bag, so I can stay over. | 
mean, if that’s what you want.” Scott looked at him in 
amazement and then just said, “Yes.” They stumbled into 
the motel room, Scott struggling to hold his cane. They shut 
the door and continued the eager kiss they had begun in the 
hallway. Noah Big Cypress Crossroads 
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was laughing into his mouth. Scott broke off. “Are you 
laughing at me, boy?” He pressed Noah against the wall. 
“You're going to pay for that.” 


“Who are you calling a boy?” 
“I’m older than you are.” 
“Not by much.” 


Scott suddenly felt anxious. He drew away, focusing on 
stowing GLOCK, badge, and handcuffs in the bedside table. 
He fiddled with the drawer a little nervously. “I’m thirty- 
three. That’s a big difference. And l'Il probably get arthritis 
in this leg sooner than | should. And—” 


Noah grabbed him and pushed him to the bed. Scott landed 
on his back with a shocked gasp. Noah crawled on top, one 
leg on either side of his hips, straddling him. “Don’t start 
that bull with me. Quit acting like you’re some crippled old 
man instead of one sexy, totally built dude.” He ground his 
crotch into Scott’s, sending a shockwave of heat and desire 


straight through him. Scott groaned and pushed up, trying 
to get more pressure. “Still feel like an old man?” 


“Little bastard,” he growled and flipped Noah under him in a 
surprise move, making him shout with laughter. “I sure hope 
Miguel’s not next door.” 


“lII try to keep it down. | can be pretty noisy, though.” Scott 
grinned down at him, propping himself up with his arms on 
each side of Noah’s head and wedging his good leg between 
the man’s knees. “We'll have to see how loud you can get.” 


“Promises. What are you waiting for?” 


Scott lowered himself full-length, and their lips met again in 
a searing kiss, Scott’s tongue working in and claiming 
Noah’s mouth. Their lips slid together as Noah returned the 
kiss with equal passion. Scott slipped his hands under 
Noah’s shirt, taking charge of his nipples. He rubbed the 
Small nubs gently, and then pulled as he felt them grow 
hard. Noah moaned under him, squirming, and Scott pulled 
off Noah’s shirt, frantic to get at that fine, firm chest. Kissing 
and licking his 30 
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way down to the navel, he gave it some attention before 
moving back up to suck those pretty nipples into his mouth. 
Lost in the taste and scent of Noah, he only gradually 
became aware of the man’s urgent efforts to pull off Scott’s 
Shirt. Scott reared up and pulled the shirt over his head. 
Noah took the opportunity to slip out from under him and 
jump off the bed. 


“Hey,” Scott protested, sliding forward to sit on the edge of 
the mattress. 


“Just taking my pants off.” He grinned, standing in front of 
Scott, wearing only his shorts. He rested a hand lightly on 
his own crotch, fingers trailing over the bulge. Scott’s eyes 
were glued to his hand, watching the slow stroking. “Unless 
you don’t want me to?” 


“Damn tease.” 


“Brought these too.” After retrieving the lube and condoms 
from his pack, Noah set them on the bedside table, then 
came back to stand in front of Scott again. 


He slowly unbuttoned and unzipped as Scott watched him, 
completely still. 


Stepping out of his shorts, Noah moved closer, his hands 
reaching to run through Scott’s fine, light hair. Scott pulled 
Noah’s slim hips closer and then pressed his face against 
the lean stomach. After kissing the little hollow below his 
belly button, he worked his way over to the delicious-looking 
cock. He pressed a cheek against it and closed his eyes as 
Noah stroked his hair. Wrapping one hand around the 
smooth, hard shaft, he couldn’t wait any longer for a taste. 
Noah was leaking precum already, and Scott could hear his 
heavy breathing. Licking the head, he tasted salty fluid and 
heard a strangled little moan. 


By now his jeans were becoming uncomfortable, and he 
shifted, trying to make some room for his erection without 
taking his hands—or his mouth—off Noah. 


But Noah withdrew and knelt in front of him, between his 
legs. Scott started to protest, but Noah pressed a hand 
against the fabric covering Scott’s burning cock, making him 
suck in his breath and forget whatever he had been about to 
say. Noah ran his hands up and down Scott’s thighs and 
then reached for his zipper. One last Big Cypress Crossroads 
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stab of self-consciousness caused Scott to put his hand over 
Noah’s, stopping him. 


Noah looked at him, puzzled. 


Scott looked away. “It’s a really ugly scar. | don’t think 
you...” He stopped, not knowing what else to say. 


“Well, I’m pretty sure we can’t have sex with your pants on. 
So unless you've decided you don’t want me after all, 
maybe you just shouldn’t worry about it.” Noah waited. 
Scott removed his hand. 


With an eager gleam in his eye, Noah finished unzipping and 
pulling off Scott’s jeans and briefs, then placed a hand on 
each bare thigh, pressing them apart. He started with one 
knee, kissing and licking his way up and then the other. He 
bit Scott’s inner thigh lightly, making him gasp. Apparently 
enjoying that reaction, he did it again on the other side 
before working his way back to the tops of the thighs, 
kissing and licking along the way. When he came to the ugly 
dent in the top of the left leg, he didn’t hesitate, just kissed 
and licked. Scott closed his eyes as a little shudder shook 
through his body. 


“Everything okay?” Noah asked, his mouth against Scott’s 
Skin making a little vibration. 


“I could come just watching you down there, doing that.” 
“Not yet, | hope. | want to taste you.” 


Scott groaned and ran his hands through Noah’s hair, both 
hands twisting it tightly into his fists as Noah engulfed him, 
sucking him in to the root. Scott stared down at him in a 


daze, thinking he had never seen a more stunning sight 
than this young man with his mouth stretched wide around 
Scott’s swollen shaft and his eyes half-closed in apparent 
pleasure as his head bobbed up and down. He had never 
felt anything better either. The wet heat of that beautiful 
mouth and rough caress of the tongue around the head 
drove him wild. 


He couldn’t help himself—he braced his feet on the floor for 
traction as his grip tightened, and he started thrusting, 
fucking Noah’s mouth forcefully, his hot cock sliding faster 
in and out of those firm lips as they tensed around him, 
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as Noah’s head bobbed to match Scott’s pace. A tingle 
began at the base of his spine, and he let out a small, 
helpless moan as his back arched. The pressure built until 
his balls drew up and the intense, burning wave of pleasure 
burst from him. He kept pumping into Noah’s mouth as he 
emptied himself down his throat. 


Panting, feeling boneless, Scott could only stare dazedly as 
Noah finished cleaning up every drop with his tongue, 
looking rather like a satisfied cat getting the last drop of 
milk. 


Noah rose and lay down on the bed. He pulled Scott to him, 
holding him close. 


Scott kissed him—an earnest, heartfelt kiss. Noah looked a 
little smug. 


“Proud of yourself, aren’t you?” Scott asked, teasing. “Wait 
till | get my breath back. l'Il show you a real blowjob.” 


Noah snorted and then sucked in his breath as Scott fondled 
his swollen, rock-hard shaft and cupped his balls, squeezing 
gently. He thumbed the head, rubbing the leaking fluid 
around for lubrication, and stroked lightly. 


Noah thrust his hips in the air, silently begging for more. 
Scott nuzzled into his neck, licking and lightly biting the soft 
spot right under his ear and then working his way down to 
rain a ring of little kisses around Noah’s neck. Noah let his 
head fall back, giving Scott as much room to work as he 
could. Scott loved the faint, needy whimpering sounds 
coming from deep within Noah’s throat. 


Scott kissed his way down the lovely neck and then the 
chest, until he reached the small light brown nubs, erect and 
wrinkled. He took one into his mouth and sucked hard, 
causing Noah’s whole body to arch up with a gasp. He did 
the same to the other nipple, all the while maintaining the 
steady stroking rhythm on Noah's cock. 


“Please,” Noah whispered. 
“Mmm...please what?” 


“So that’s what you like?” Noah gasped. “Begging and 
squirming?” 


“Oh yes.” 
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Noah groaned and thrust his hips against Scott’s hand, 
trying to get more friction. “Please, do something.” 


“Definitely the begging,” Scott murmured, feeling the heat 
in his cock and balls as his hard-on started to return already. 
He reached for the lube and coated his fingers, then slid 
down between Noah’s knees. Pressing his hands against the 
insides of Noah’s thighs, he tilted them up a little and then 
pressed them apart, as wide as they would go. Hearing a 
little gasp from Noah at the sudden exposure of his small 
pink opening, Scott smiled and ran one slick finger over the 
bud. It was closed up tight, but he would make it blossom— 
make it eager to be stretched and entered. 


Leaning forward, he sucked in Noah’s balls, mouthing them 
while he slowly slid one finger inside the tight passage. 
Breaching the ring of muscle, he gently stroked the sensitive 
walls with his fingertip. He slid his tongue in a broad swipe 
up Noah’s cock and tasted the head, then licked clean the 
dripping pearls of precum. 


Engulfing Noah’s shaft, he worked his finger deeper into the 
channel and then added a second. It was tight. The lovely 
globes of Noah’s ass were so tense, the muscles felt solid as 
a rock. Scott began a slow, steady thrusting of his fingers, in 
rhythm with his head bobbing on Noah’s cock. 


A strangled protest came from above. “I’m...I’m going to...” 
He slipped his mouth off a little and murmured, “It’s okay, 
honey.” 


“But...| wanted...” 


“I know, and we will. We’ve got all night. Just go with it.” 
Returning to his steady rhythm, Scott worked two fingers in 
deeper until he found the spongy gland and then stroked it 
gently as his other hand cupped Noah’s balls. He felt them 
tighten as Noah’s hips shot up off the bed. Noah’s fingers 
twisted in Scott’s hair, pulling almost painfully. Then he 


cried out, pumping warm fluid deep into Scott’s throat. He 
swallowed every bit of it, savoring the salty, unique taste of 
Noah, and then slowly withdrew his fingers and moved back 
up to lie next to him. 
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Noah had his eyes closed and his lips slightly parted as he 
panted, trying to recover his breath. Scott propped himself 
up on an elbow, looking down into a face flushed and 
shining with the aftermath of passion. He resisted the urge 
to lick away the traces of sweat trickling down the high 
cheekbones. Eventually, Noah opened his eyes and smiled 
up at him. “You’ve turned me into a jellyfish. | don’t think | 
can move.” 


Scott leaned forward and gave him a lazy kiss, belying the 
fact that his own erection was becoming more insistent. 
“That was the idea. Your muscles needed to relax. Don’t 
worry. I’ve got lots more planned for us. You wouldn’t 
believe all the positions happening in my head.” 


Noah wound his arms around Scott and drew him closer. He 
whispered into Scott’s ear, “Honey. You called me honey.” 


“So | did. Well, you taste like honey. Sweet and a little salty.” 


“Oh.” Noah nuzzled into Scott’s neck, and they held each 
other tightly, eyes closed, drifting for a while. 


Eventually, reluctantly, Scott untangled himself to use the 
bathroom and get a glass of water. When he returned, Noah 
had opened his eyes but still looked pretty lazy. In fact, he 
resembled a big, languid cat, with his long sun-streaked hair 


and that beautiful tanned body stretched out on the bed. 
Scott’s cock immediately took notice, returning to attention. 


“Want some water?” he asked. 


Noah eyed the evidence of Scott’s growing interest. “No. | 
want something else.” 


“And what would that be?” Scott asked innocently as he 
rejoined Noah on the bed. 


“I think you know.” Noah thrust his hips a little, displaying 
his fast-growing erection. “Oh, that’s right. The begging. 
There has to be the begging.” He threw his head back 
dramatically and moaned, “Please, baby, baby, please...” 
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Scott jumped him, then stretched out on top so their bodies 
were pressed together from head to toe. “Oh, you’re going 
to pay for that. There will be no mercy. 


l'm gonna pound your tight ass right through the bed.” 
“About time.” 


Scott caught Noah’s mouth in a hard kiss, full of a kind of 
passion that he hadn’t felt in a long time. Had never felt, to 
be truthful, in any previous relationship. His hands slipped 
down to rub and fondle the two firm halves of Noah’s ass, 
squeezing gently and then harder, as he pushed their cocks 
together, the shafts pressing and sliding against each other. 


When he felt Noah thrusting up against him, he rolled to the 
side and, with firm but gentle hands, turned Noah over to 


his stomach and placed a pillow under his groin, propping 
up his hips to give Scott more access to that gorgeous ass. 


He reached for a condom and got himself ready. Then he 
lubed his fingers again and spread Noah’s cheeks. He 
pressed a thumb against the pink bud and rubbed it. Noah 
moaned and bucked upward, trying to get more penetration. 


Smiling, Scott pushed in two fingers, reaching deep and 
stroking the prostate again. 


It was definitely easier this time, the rings of muscle more 
relaxed. He scissored his fingers, stretching the smooth 
channel, and started a steady, thrusting motion. 


Noah lay moaning and writhing, his hips pressing backward 
to get more pressure into his opening, and then forward as 
he shoved his cock against the pillow for more friction. 


“More,” Noah gasped. “More, babe. | need you in me.” That 
was what Scott wanted to hear. He slipped his fingers out 
and moved behind Noah, knees pressing Noah’s thighs 
apart as he gripped the young man’s hips and slid his cock 
into the eager, fluttering hole. Watching the pink ring 
stretch around him, he had to struggle to keep from coming 
just at the sight of it. He closed his eyes and finished 
entering Noah in one smooth, slick thrust. 
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In as deep as he could get, he held still for a moment, 
wincing a little at Noah’s small, sharp intake of breath. A 
little pain was unavoidable, but Noah didn’t complain. 


Scott waited until Noah began pushing back. He waited until 
Noah’s hands were knotted in the bedsheets, twisting them 
in his fists. He waited until he heard urgency in Noah’s voice 
as the young man moaned, “Move, baby, move.” Then it 
was time. Good thing, because he didn’t think he could have 
fought the urge to thrust for even one more second. He 
withdrew almost all the way and began the steady plunging 
down the smooth, warm passage that felt like heaven. He 
struggled to hold back, but he didn’t think he could last 
long. It felt too damn good. 


Leaning forward, he reached one hand under Noah’s hip and 
gripped his cock so that Noah fucked Scott’s fist while Scott 
fucked Noah. 


Scott felt the swelling in Noah’s cock and the squeezing 
tension in his channel right before Noah cried out Scott’s 
name as he came, pumping into Scott’s fist. Scott 
shuddered. He never thought hearing his lover cry out his 
name would have such an effect on him, but when he heard 
it from Noah, it pushed him over the edge into a blindingly 
intense release. The spasms were as intense as anything he 
had ever felt. 


When it finally ended, he practically collapsed on Noah’s 
back, just managing to slide to the side at the last moment. 


Wordlessly, he reached for Noah, pulled him close, and held 
on tightly as if he had found something so precious he never 
wanted to let go. 
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Chapter Four 


It had been even better than the dreams. The strong, gentle 
hands were the same, but the rest of it... Oh, much better. 
With one marked difference, Noah had to admit as he 
scooted out from under Scott’s warm arm and made his way 
gingerly to the bathroom in the early-morning light. He 
didn’t recall this soreness in his butt during any of those 
dreams. 


He smiled at himself in the mirror. Totally worth it. Even the 
nightmares that had plagued him on and off for months had 
given him a break. He’d been a little worried that he’d wake 
up screaming in the middle of the night and give his new 
lover a heart attack, but he’d slept like a baby. He grinned 
at himself again. Must have been all that bedtime exercise. 


He’d finished towel-drying his hair and was tying it back 
when he heard Scott stir. 


“It’s so early, and you’re out of the shower already. | was 
hoping we could...” Scott lay on his side, head propped up 
on his arm as his gaze traveled down Noah’s still-naked 
form. He let out a brief grunt of appreciation when Noah 
deliberately turned his back to bend over and pull his 
clothes out of his bag. “What a view.” Noah pulled on his 
Shorts and T-shirt and then sat on the edge of the bed, 
leaning forward for a kiss. “Just wanted to leave you 
something to think about until tonight.” He stood. “I’m 
leading a kayak tour this morning, but l'Il drop by the station 
later. If you want me to.” 


“You know | do.” 
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Opening the door as he slung his bag over his shoulder, 
Noah practically ran into Rivera, who had apparently been 
trying to juggle two very large coffee cups into one hand so 
he could knock on Scott’s door. 


The detective froze in surprise. Noah smiled at him. “Good 
morning, Detective Rivera. Scott’s awake but not dressed 
yet.” Noah heard a muffled curse from within the room, and 
his grin widened. “I’m sure he’ll welcome that coffee. Go 
right in.” 


x OK OK 


It had been a beautiful morning for the tour, and for once, 
his clients actually had some kayaking experience and a 
genuine interest in the history and wildlife of the area— 
unusual when most tourists only wanted to spot an alligator 
up close so they would have a good story to take back 
home. 


This was the kind of day Noah really enjoyed being a guide. 
He had been able to put out of his mind, for a short while, 
the memory of those bodies in the swamp. 


But when he had finished taking care of the boat and gotten 
cleaned up, he found himself driving his truck to the 
waterfront, where George Mendez lived on his houseboat. 


Uncle Terry would skin him alive if he knew that Noah was 
sitting in front of the house of a suspected drug dealer. 
Suspected by law enforcement, but Noah knew it for a fact, 
having come with Kyle on more than one occasion to score 
some weed while they were still in high school. 


He’d thought of George when the detectives had been 
talking about a connection between drugs and Santeria. 
Looking at the old houseboat, Noah remembered one corner 


of the living area containing a tall, narrow chest of drawers 
covered with a white cloth. A crucifix and a couple of 
pictures of saints had hung on the wall over the chest. A 
glass of water rested on the little makeshift altar along with 
pictures of people Noah didn’t know. 


Noah hadn’t thought much about it the last time he’d visited 
the houseboat with Kyle, several years ago. He’d recognized 
that George was Catholic, but being unfamiliar with most of 
the pictures, it hadn’t meant a lot to him back then. The Big 
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saints had certainly not been a topic of study at the First 
Baptist Church Sunday school. In fact, Noah seemed to 
vaguely recall he wasn’t supposed to believe in them—at 
least, not in the same way that Catholics did. But he had 
been staring out the window during most of those lessons, 
daydreaming about being out on the water. Or ditching 
altogether so he could meet up with Kyle in the woods. 


George Mendez wasn’t a guide, but he had lived in the area 
most of his life. 


He’d been a couple of years ahead of Kyle and Noah at 
school. Noah knew that George and his parents had 
attended St. Luke’s every Sunday until George’s father got a 
job in Jacksonville. His parents had moved away, but George 
had remained. 


Why wouldn’t he? He had a lucrative business to run. 


George was smart, and he was careful. The dealer had been 
taken in for questioning more than once based on the 
complaint of some irate parent, but no evidence had ever 
been found on his houseboat, and no one had been able to 


get an admission from him. No way would George talk to the 
chief or the detectives, but he might say something to a 
former customer. 


Noah climbed on to the deck of the boat, announcing 
himself in case the man was a little nervous. But everything 
seemed quiet. “George? It’s Noah. You in there? 


| Know it’s been a while. | just want to talk.” There was no 
answer, even though George’s motorcycle was parked 
nearby. 


Noah stooped to peer in a window and saw with 
astonishment the table lying on its side, the chairs broken, 
and the objects on the makeshift altar strewn across the 
floor. He pulled back, heart thumping. Could whoever did 
this still be around? 


Taking a deep breath, he crept around the deck to peer into 
another window and held his breath as he looked inside. He 
let the breath go with a gasp as he spotted an outstretched 
hand flung out from behind the couch. 


“George?” 


Silence answered him. Whoever had attacked George 
appeared to be long gone. 


He hesitated. No doubt his uncle would rip him a new one 
for going in alone, but 40 
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what if George was still alive? He couldn’t wait. Noah eased 
in through the unlocked door. He looked around cautiously 
as he headed for the man on the floor. 


George lay behind the couch, facedown, blood in a pool 
around his chest. Noah leaned over, examining him closely. 
The dealer was definitely dead—probably had been for 
some time. He wore shorts and a T-shirt. No shoes. Noah 
remembered the trail of tattoos down the drug dealer’s 
forearms—a motorcycle, a woman who couldn't possibly be 
anatomically correct—but there were a few new ones he 
didn’t recall, including a very lifelike snake curled around his 
left forearm. 


He straightened to glance around the room and then went 
to the tall chest that doubled as an altar. Figurines had been 
knocked over and scattered. He recognized one of them as 
being similar to the talisman found on Lugo—Eleggua, the 
deity of fortune and destiny. It lay on its side, pushed up 
against the back of the chest. Noah inspected the bottom of 
the figure without touching it. The remains of a sticker gave 
a price and a store name: Botanica Ana Maria. 


Noah moved back to the body for a final look before calling 
the police. A cold tremor raced along his skin, raising goose 
bumps. He rubbed his arms absently as he stared down at 
the body, no longer really seeing it. 


First the bodies in the swamp. Now this. Things were finally 
starting to happen. 


His heart beat faster with the combination of guilt and anger 
he’d been carrying for almost three years. A vague idea 
born from the need for justice was starting to bear results to 
an extent he had never anticipated. 


But Scott—where did Scott fit in? A sharp stab of anxiety 
lanced through his stomach. The detective had not been in 
the dreams two years ago—not even a hint of sucha 
complication. 


If anything happened to Scott because of him, Noah feared 
he would just walk into the woods one day and never come 
out. 


* OK OK 
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Stacey took their order with a little wink at Scott. Rivera 
rolled his eyes. “If only she knew what you were up to last 
night. | sure wish | didn’t.” Scott felt his face grow warm, but 
even his partner’s teasing couldn’t diminish his good mood 
this morning. And it was teasing. Scott had gone through a 
couple of homophobic asshole partners before Hanahan had 
paired him with the easygoing Rivera. 


Rivera added, “Seriously, man. I’m glad for you. | guess. 
God knows you deserve a little bit of happiness, and this is 
sure the first time I’ve seen you show an interest in anyone 
in...l don’t know how long. But...” 


““But’ | know. He’s involved in the case. But he’s already 
given his statement, and it’s not like anyone can dispute it. 
He’s not a real witness. He never saw the crime. And yes, | 
know. It’s not professional.” 


“I won’t say anything. Just be careful, okay?” 
“You still think he’s involved?” 


“He knew about those bodies somehow. That’s got to bother 
you as much as it does me. On the other hand, it is true that 
the water is very shallow close to the mangrove roots, and 
once we started looking, it wasn’t hard to spot some of the 
bigger bones.” 


“If he saw the bones, then why didn’t he just say so? I'll 
agree it doesn’t make any sense. But that doesn’t mean | 
slept with a murderer last night.” 


“| never said that. But | think he knows more than he’s 
saying, and you should keep your eyes open.” 


Stacey returned with their iced tea. It was early afternoon, 
and most of the lunch crowd had been on their way out of 
the diner when Scott and Rivera walked in. With few other 
customers at her tables, Stacey did not seem too busy. 
Recalling his breakfast with Noah, and her comments, he 
thought he might have a few more questions for her. 
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“Sure.” She slid into the booth next to Scott. “Anything to 
help the policemen from Miami.” 


“Yesterday, when | was in here with Noah, you asked him if 
he had been having dreams. You made it sound like that 
might have something to do with finding the body.” 


“Bodies,” she corrected him in her slow Southern accent, so 
similar to Noah’s. 


“Everybody knows that y’all found a bunch of bodies, killed 
in some kind of voodoo sacrifice.” 


Scott didn’t correct her regarding the significant differences 
between voodoo and Santeria. Then again, the kind of 
human sacrifice done out in the swamp was not really 
Santeria either. According to what he’d read, he seriously 
doubted it would be condoned by any real santero, or priest 
of Santeria. 


“But what about the dreams, Stacey?” He tried to steer her 
back to the question. 


“Well.” She looked around to see if anyone was in earshot. “l 
really shouldn’t gossip.” 


Rivera interjected, “Remember, we're law officers. It’s not 
gossip if you’re answering our questions.” 


Apparently that was all the encouragement she needed. She 
settled more comfortably into the booth. “That’s true. 
Everybody knows about Noah anyway.” Her eyes intent, she 
leaned forward to speak in a low voice. “Now, he’s nice as 
he can be, but some folks think—not me, you understand, 
but some folks—think he might not be quite...um...right. In 
the head. You know what | mean?” Scott ignored Rivera’s 
quick glance at him as his partner tried to gauge his 
reaction to that statement. Scott kept his face impassive. 
The sweet young man he’d spent the night making love to 
might have a few issues, but who was Scott to judge? 


He had more than enough of his own. 


“Anyway,” Stacey continued, “everybody knows he has bad 
dreams sometimes. 


Nightmares where he wakes up yelling. Has all his life. They 
say that’s why he goes Big Cypress Crossroads 
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off by himself so much, so as not to disturb his parents and 
cause them more worry. 


But sometimes—| know y’all won't believe this, but you can 
ask anyone— 


sometimes, he learns things in those dreams.” 


Scott could tell Rivera was already struggling to hide his 
Skepticism, but Scott asked quietly, “What kinds of things?” 


“Well...one summer, when he was at Boy Scout camp, he 
woke up in the middle of the night, screaming and crying, 
saying the tent was on fire. The counselors looked all 
around, but they couldn’t find anything. He went running 
out of there, and they followed him, yelling for him to come 
back, but he went straight to the counselors’ own tent. It 
was in flames. It looked like a spark from the campfire must 
have reached it. If Noah hadn’t woken up screaming, the 
counselors would have still been in their tent, and who 
knows what would have happened?” She looked at Rivera 
seriously. “I know it’s hard to believe, but my older brother 
was sleeping in the same tent as Noah. He saw it himself.” 


“So that’s how you thought he might have found the body?” 
Scott asked. “He might have seen it in a dream?” 


She shrugged. “Maybe. But he doesn’t always have to be 
dreaming to know something he couldn’t know, either.” Her 
eyes sparkled. She was obviously enjoying herself. “Why, | 
heard once that when he was in the eighth grade, he 
suddenly stood up, right in the middle of an algebra class, 
and told the teacher that his little cousin Mary had 
wandered off by herself in the woods and was lost and 
scared to death. 


Now the teacher had a hard time believing that, but Noah 
seemed so sure and so worried that she couldn’t take the 
chance, could she? Everybody knows how gators and snakes 
love the little ones. So she called the chief, and he went out 
straightaway with a search party. They found her, curled up 


under a bush and crying, but she was safe. Mary was only 
four and got away from her mama at a picnic.” 


They stared at her. 
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Stacey grinned. “Or maybe he did just see the vultures, like 
he said. You can’t really be sure, can you?” 


The bell rang, and a voice boomed, “Order up.” 


Stacey slid out of the booth. “That’ll be your lunch.” When 
she was gone, Rivera looked at Scott. “None of that is 
conclusive.” 


“To say the least.” His errant mind was still busy picturing a 
grown-up Noah squeezed into a tight little Boy Scout 
uniform, thus making it rather difficult to focus. But he 
realized Rivera was trying to be polite because he knew how 
Scott felt about Noah. “It’s okay to say it sounds like a load 
of crap. There are plenty of other explanations—coincidence 
or an overactive imagination. Hell, in the case of the fire, it 
could have been the counselors running out of their own 
tent to check on the boys that actually caused a lamp to be 
knocked over and start the fire.” 


“Has he said anything to you about this?” 


“Only that he sometimes has bad dreams. He’s never tried 
to tell me they mean anything. | think there are a few 
people around here who like to tell stories, and they’re 
making some big assumptions based on a few nightmares 
and a lucky hunch.” 


They were halfway through their burgers when Rivera’s 
phone rang. He answered and listened for a minute, then 
said, “We’ll meet you there.” Ending the call, he looked at 
Scott. “Guess who just found another body?” 


x OK OK 


“.,.not sorry the bastard’s dead, but you know | didn’t have 
anything to do with it.” 


“And everybody in town knows how much you hated him for 
getting Kyle into drugs in the first place. That’s why | told 
you to stay out of it.” Scott leaned against the doorway into 
the living area of the houseboat, taking some of the weight 
off his leg while shamelessly eavesdropping on Noah and his 
uncle as they argued on the front deck. 
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“I was only trying to help.” Noah sounded sullen. “You’ve 
arrested him before. 


You know as well as anyone that he would never talk to a 
cop.” Scott used his cane to help him get up the few steps 
leading out of the cabin. 


His leg really ached today, no doubt due to the strenuous 
activities of the previous evening when he had totally 
ignored every warning twitch of pain in favor of focusing his 
complete attention on Noah. And he would do it again ina 
heartbeat. 


They fell silent when they saw him approach. 


“Coroner places the time of death around ten o’clock this 
morning,” Scott said. 


“You were with a tour at that time, Noah?” 


“Yeah, all morning. | was paddling up Halfway Creek right 
about then with a little group from Minnesota. They’re 
staying at a B and B in town. I’m sure the tour office has 
their phone numbers.” 


“Hey.” Scott rested his hand lightly on Noah’s arm. “I know 
you're upset. No one is accusing you of anything. But | do 
really wish you had told me about this guy instead of 
coming here yourself. It’s our job to question suspects, not 
yours.” Noah opened his mouth to protest again, and Scott 
rubbed his arm gently, looking into his eyes. Noah closed his 
mouth, and the tension left his face. He seemed to sense 
the arm rubbing was only a substitute for what Scott really 
wanted to do—fold him into his arms and hang on tight. 
Christ, what if Noah hadn’t had the tour this morning? What 
if he had decided to show up earlier, when the killer was still 
there? 


“Okay,” Noah said. “Okay. | shouldn’t have come here. But | 
really didn’t think George would be involved with these 
murders in the swamp. He’s a dealer, but he’s never been 
violent. | just thought he might have heard something. Then 
again,” Noah continued thoughtfully, “it’s been a long time 
since I’ve talked to him, and | don’t remember that altar in 
the corner being so elaborate. | do remember the cross, and 
the pictures of the saints on the walls, but not the little 
dolls. Or the snake tattoos on his arm. Those are new since 
the last time | saw him.” 


“When was that?” 
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“A couple of years ago. | ran into him at a bar. We didn’t talk 
much. Do you really think he’s the one who took those men 
out to the swamp and killed them?” 


“Helped to kill them. I’m sure he wasn’t working alone,” 
Scott answered. “He certainly fits the bill. Someone who 
knows the area, is involved in Santeria, and even has a drug 
connection, although I’m not sure exactly how he would 
know those dead dealers from Miami, or why he would want 
them dead.” Rivera appeared on deck. “Found a few 
interesting things, including some slot machine tickets from 
one of the Seminole casinos and a receipt dated a couple of 
days ago.” 


Scott turned to Noah. “Do you recall if Mendez liked to 
gamble?” 


“| heard him talk about it a few times to Kyle, but we never 
went with him.” Rivera said, “I’m going back to the station 
to start backtracking Mendez’s movements. You can meet 
me there, Noah, and l'Il take your statement.” Scott let him 
go, reluctantly acknowledging that he couldn’t be the one to 
interview Noah. “I'll see you later,” he murmured. Noah 
nodded. He still appeared upset, but no longer angry and 
defensive. 


Scott watched them drive away and then became aware of 
Chief Walsh looking at him with an absence of expression 
that spoke volumes. He winced, knowing he hadn’t done a 
very good job of hiding his feelings. 


“Noah didn’t sleep at home last night,” Walsh said. 


Scott shifted uncomfortably and then felt annoyed at 
himself. Noah was an adult. Why did Walsh make him feel 


like he was dating the man’s teenage daughter? “You going 
to get your shotgun, Chief?” 


“Don’t be a smart-ass. | don’t care who he sleeps with. He 
could sure do worse than you. But he’s been looking like 
hell, and his mama says he’s had a hard time sleeping. | just 
want to know he’s okay.” 


Scott paused, surprised at the man’s open attitude. “Sorry. If 
you're asking whether he had any bad dreams, the answer 
is no. Not as far as | Know.” Big Cypress Crossroads 
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“He does look better today. l'Il say that.” 


“| heard some stories about the dreams.” Scott left the 
question hanging in the air. 


“Gossips,” Walsh muttered. “I don’t know what to tell you. 
His mama—my sister, Katie—sometimes seems like she can 
read your mind. Call it a strong woman ’s intuition and leave 
it at that. | always have. But with Noah...there are things | 
don’t understand.” 


Walsh paused. He seemed lost in memory for a moment. 
“The night Kyle died...he knew. | don’t pretend to 
understand how. He’s always been a little different, and I’ve 
never been sure if it’s his overactive imagination, or... 
something | don’t have any way to explain. But early one 
Sunday morning, | got a call from Katie. She said Noah woke 
up yelling. This was almost three years ago, when he was 
still living with his folks and Kyle was in Miami. After she ran 
into his room, he started crying and saying that Kyle was 
dead.” Walsh walked over to the boat rail and stared down 
at the water. “By the time I got there, he’d calmed down. He 
looked awful, but he was up and sitting at the kitchen table. 


He wanted me to call someone to go over to Kyle’s place 
and get him. 


But he said there really wasn’t a rush. Kyle was already 
dead. He just didn’t want him to stay alone in that 
apartment where no one would find him for days.” A wave 
of sympathy made Scott’s chest ache for Noah. But he 
wasn’t the only one upset about what Noah had gone 
through. When Walsh turned to look at him, the pain in the 
chief’s eyes revealed how much he cared about his nephew. 


Walsh finished the tale in a low, sad voice. “It was enough to 
break your heart, especially after Noah had tried so hard to 
get Kyle to come home. | called Miami, and they sent a 
squad car over to Kyle’s apartment. | didn’t tell them how | 
knew, and | caught a little flak for that, but they didn’t press 
it. After all, he was just another dead junkie.” 
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“I’m headed out,” said Rivera. “Tomorrow is my little girl’s 
First Communion.” He looked at Scott. “We have people 
looking through the casino’s video, and people taking 
pictures of Mendez and of the talisman around to the 
botanicas and other religious supply shops. They'll call if 
they find anything.” Rivera and Noah had been in the 
interview room when Scott arrived back at the station. 
Looking through the one-way window, he had felt the 
tension in his shoulders ease a little when he saw that 
things appeared to be going well. There was really no 
reason to be concerned, but Rivera could be a tough 
interrogator, and there seemed to be a lot of history 


between George Mendez and Noah. He had watched Noah 
sign his statement and then go off to call his parents. 


Now Rivera was in the middle of giving Scott a hard time. 
“You're not even supposed to be here, so you are certainly 
not working while | am gone. Stay here or go home, but you 
need to take it easy tomorrow.” Scott looked at his partner, 
annoyed. “What about Mendez’s neighbors? There are other 
houseboats and waterfront shops in the area. | could help 
with the door-to-door.” 


“The local police are better at handling that. They know the 
people. They’ve already found out that Mendez had a lot of 
very unsavory visitors the last couple of years. The evidence 
on his boat says he was heavily into Santeria. My guess is 
he fell in with some local group of dealers or drug runners— 
maybe his own suppliers— 


who think a Santeria sacrifice will bring them luck, and 
they’ve been targeting Santiago’s dealers. Mendez probably 
ferried them and the murdered Miami dealers into the 
swamp and then got hit in return by more of Santiago’s men 
from Miami.” Big Cypress Crossroads 
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“It’s all still guesswork. We might be in the middle of a drug 
war, but we don’t know who this other faction is, or why 
they’re targeting Santiago’s men. There are still leads to 
follow up. There’s too much to do.” Rivera paused, 
seemingly trying to choose the right words. Scott knew he 
wasn’t going to like whatever his partner had to say. “You’ve 
been driving yourself since you got out of the hospital. It’s 
not going to bring back the men that we lost.” 


“| know that.” 


“Just listen, okay? | understand. Who better? | came out of 

that raid with only a little scratch. | should have done more. 
He sounded bitter. “Maybe | could have saved some of our 

men.” 


” 


“You know that’s not true,” Scott protested. “There was 
nothing you could have done.” 


“You either, amigo. It's nobody’s fault, except that damn 
Lugo and his dealers. 


And it seems that most of them are gone now. | don’t know 
who did it. I’m sure whoever did is just as evil as the sons of 
bitches he killed. But Lugo is dead, and that is the end of 
that chase.” 


“Lugo may have been the one in the house, but he wasn’t 
working alone. | want his boss. | want Santiago.” 


“So do |. We all do. But there will always be someone else. 

There is always the next boss up the chain. We need to try 

and have some kind of life besides work whenever we have 
the time.” 


“You should go home and be with your family, but there’s no 
reason | can’t keep working.” 


“Isn't there? | would think you might have another way to 
spend the day tomorrow as well.” He looked over Scott’s 
shoulder. 


Then a hand rested lightly on Scott’s arm, and Noah's slow, 
soft voice said, “I already asked another guide to take my 
tour tomorrow. We can use one of the smaller fishing boats.” 
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Noah moved to stand in front of him, face tilting up slightly 
to smile into his eyes. “You’re not going to make me spend 
the whole day all by myself, with nothing to do?” 


Looking from Rivera’s grin back to Noah’s big, innocent 
eyes, Scott muttered, 


“I sense a conspiracy.” 


Rivera snorted. “And you made detective before | did. Where 
is the justice?” He started for the door. “Don’t worry. l'Il call 
if | hear anything.” 


x k OK 


Scott watched as Noah tossed the anchor overboard and 
then jumped out of the boat, splashing his way on to the 
white sand beach on the windward side of one of the 
numerous small mangrove islands in the bay. Scott followed 
a little more slowly. They spread the blanket on the sand, 
and then Noah stripped out of his shorts and T-shirt with no 
hesitation. 


Scott let his eyes wander up and down the lean, lovely form. 
“Ah. | wondered why you didn’t have any tan lines.” 


Noah grinned. “It’s very secluded here. We're pretty far out, 
away from most of the tourists. I’ve never seen anyone 
come close enough for a look.” 


“You come here a lot?” 
He shrugged. 


“You spend a lot of time by yourself, don’t you?” 


“I guess.” 


“It seems like you have a great family that really cares 
about you, and you could have a lot of friends if you wanted. 
You know everybody in town, but you don’t want to spend 
time with anyone.” 


“| don’t know. | guess | need to get away sometimes.” 
“What about all this time you’re spending with me?” 


“I like being with you. You’re comfortable. And comforting. 
When I’m with you, | feel safe.” 
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“I’m not talking about physically safe, although that’s true 
too. Just...safe. 


Like you would never deliberately hurt me.” 


“Of course | wouldn’t. Although that’s a lot to assume about 
somebody you just met.” 


“It’s not an assumption. Are you going to take off your 
shorts? | want to get in the water and cool off.” 


Scott looked around, still a little doubtful about skinny- 
dipping where any tourist might come along. 


Slipping his arms around the still-clothed man, Noah 
pressed his naked body against him. “What’s the matter?” 
he teased. “Afraid l'Il ruin your reputation if someone sees 
us?” 


Scott drew the bare form close as he stroked Noah’s 
smooth, sun-warmed back, then reached down to cup his 
ass. “Afraid | won’t be able to control myself. Could make 
quite a spectacle right here on the beach.” 


“That’s the idea.” 


“Hey, where’re you going?” Scott complained as Noah 
squirmed out of his arms and went splashing into the water. 


“What the hell.” Scott quickly stripped and headed for the 
spot where Noah had ducked under the water to swim. It 
was still morning, but it was going to be a hot, humid day, 
and the water felt cool as it washed away the sweat from 
the boat ride. 


The sand squishing between his toes made his balance even 
more precarious than usual, but it felt good too. He felt 
great being outdoors, being active again. 


Like waking up from a deep sleep and emerging into the 
light of a sunny afternoon. 


During the last couple of days, Scott had felt a knot in his 
stomach that he hadn’t even realized was there start to 
slowly loosen. After months of feeling only anger, or grief, or 
nothing at all, it felt like a revelation to experience other 52 
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emotions—emotions he did not yet have a name for but 
which were, nevertheless, growing stronger every day. He 
struggled not to feel guilty about letting go of some of the 
anger that had sustained him through the long hospital stay, 
the painful physical therapy sessions, and the dreams where 
he woke up yelling futilely for his men to run away from that 
house of death. 


Maneuvering through the water to where he thought Noah 
might surface, he readied himself with a smile, feeling like a 
kid. When Noah’s head popped up, a naked Scott was there, 
reaching for him and barely managing to grab him before he 
squirmed away again. 


“Damn it,” Scott complained. “Have a little respect for a 
crippled old man. | can’t go chasing you all around, boy.” 


Noah snorted and splashed him, then ducked under the 
water again. 


They spent the next hour swimming and wrestling. Scott 
was stronger, but Noah was fast and slippery. When Scott 
did manage to pin him down, he’d make the young man 
pay, as he had discovered that Noah was extremely ticklish. 
Scott did not hesitate to use his newfound knowledge and 
showed no mercy, even when Noah’s shrieks of laughter 
made him hope the guide was right and they were really as 
isolated as he'd said. Anybody would think he was torturing 
a cat, judging by the noises Noah made when Scott dug his 
fingers into his ribs. 


Eventually, they went back to the blanket and collapsed, 
both of them panting and worn out. After a few moments of 
rest, Noah sat up. “I’m going to get the cooler off the boat. 
Here.” He handed Scott the sunscreen. “lIl do your back 
after | get the drinks.” 


“If you let me do yours.” 
“You can do me anytime.” 
“I'll hold you to that.” 


"Beer or water?” Noah asked when he returned. 


“Water for now.” 
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Noah dug out two bottles and then reached for the suntan 
lotion. Scott sat, drinking from the cool, wet bottle as Noah 
moved behind him and started running lotion-covered hands 
up Scott’s back. 


“Broad shoulders,” Noah murmured. “Your muscles are 
really solid. Do you work out in a gym?” 


“I used to go every morning, but I’m out of my routine now. | 
have the physical therapy exercises, though. | keep up with 
those.” 


“They’re paying off, aren’t they? Did you notice how you got 
out of the boat today without using your cane?” 


Scott relaxed, eyes half-closed as he enjoyed the slow 
stroking of Noah’s hands moving up and down his back 
gently. As the young man moved closer to smooth the lotion 
over Scott’s shoulders, a whisper of breath in his ear went 
straight to his groin, and Scott opened his eyes. Wet hair 
trailed across his skin, tickling and arousing at the same 
time. 


Reaching for Noah, he pulled him around. “My turn,” he 
said. “Can’t have you getting a burn. What would that do to 
my plans for tonight?” Noah smiled, stretching out flat on 
his back at Scott’s urging. “You had plans?” 


“Oh, you have no idea of all the things | want to do to you.” 
Noah’s eyes drifted closed as Scott started spreading lotion 
on his chest. “I can’t wait to find out.” 


Scott ran his hands down Noah’s firm chest. The muscles 
were tight and defined from the paddling that Noah seemed 
to love so much. Pausing at the nipples, Scott took his time, 
rubbing and gently tweaking them until the brown nubs 
stood erect and Noah’s back arched as his erection started 
to grow. Then Scott continued down one arm and up the 
other, his strong hands moving in long, massaging strokes. 


Reaching Noah’s hands, Scott dug his thumbs into the 
palms, focusing on a hand massage before moving back up 
Noah’s arms and then down his sides. 
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He heard a moan from Noah as he started in on his thighs, 
digging into the tight muscles of those beautiful legs. 


“Oh my God. Where did you learn how to do this, babe?” 


“I’ve been on the receiving end of enough massages, 
especially lately, as part of my physical therapy.” 


“Lucky me. Yeah, that’s good.” 


Scott dug his thumbs into the insides of Noah’s thighs, 
watching as the sudden pressure so close to his groin 
caused an almost involuntary upward thrust of Noah’s hips. 
His hands were knotted into the blanket, his eyes still closed 
as his breath came faster. Feeling anything but relaxed as 
the warmth grew in his lower belly, Scott moved his 
attention down Noah's legs, firmly stroking the calf muscles. 
He lingered, frowning over the light scars and shallow 
scratches scattered across the tanned skin of Noah’s lower 
legs. Probably from the underbrush along the trails. He 


slowed down, spending time on a gentle foot massage and 
allowing Noah to settle down a little from his excitement. 


Scott took the opportunity to explore his lover’s body. His 
hands moved over every inch of the slick, Ssun-warmed skin 
before focusing again on Noah’s arousal. 


Nudging Noah’s legs apart a little and kneeling between 
them, he placed his thumbs on the insides of his thighs, 
pressing firmly in one long stroking motion from knee to 
balls. Noah gasped, his hands clutching the blanket as he 
thrust into the air again. 


Scott watched as Noah’s erection grew harder, a small drop 
of translucent white fluid leaking from the head. He resisted 
the urge to lick it off. “That is one amazing sight.” 


“Scott,” Noah murmured, “please...” 
“Please what, honey?” 

His only answer was a muffled groan. 
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Scott spread Noah's legs farther apart and moved one slick 
hand to stroke the smooth strip of skin between his sac and 
the small opening. With his other hand, he cupped and 
massaged Noah’s balls, then squeezed two fingers in a ring 
around the base of his cock. He was rewarded by another 
strong thrust upward of Noah’s hips as he tried to get some 
friction. 


As Scott shifted position to stretch out on his side next to 
Noah, he let one hand continue to massage Noah’s tight 


stomach muscles and then move lower to play lightly with 
his cock and balls. His other hand cradled Noah’s head, 
drawing him in for a deep, searing kiss. Noah let out a small 
whimper and then whispered into his mouth, “Quit being 
such a tease.” 


“But it’s so much fun,” Scott murmured back. He caught 
Noah’s mouth in his again and then finally let his hand 
tighten around Noah’s smooth, swollen shaft. He began 
stroking in a steady rhythm, kissing Noah, and feeling his 
breath grow quick. 


Noah broke the kiss, gasping for air as his hips started 
thrusting in time with the strokes, his head thrown back. 
Scott kissed and licked the lovely exposed throat until he 
felt the final swelling of Noah’s cock right before he groaned 
and spilled warm fluid over Scott’s slick hand. 


Scott pressed his mouth against Noah’s neck, feeling the 
rapid pulse as it began to slow. He tasted like salt and 
sunlight. Scott held him tightly as a fierce protective instinct 
that was new to him shook him to the core. Noah turned to 
look into Scott’s eyes and gave him a sleepy kiss. 


Scott wanted to examine the new feelings, but his mounting 
need made him restless. He sat up and urged Noah to turn 
over onto his belly. Noah complied. Eyes still half closed in 
post-orgasmic bliss, he lay with his arms stretched away 
from his body and the side of his face turned to rest one 
cheek against the blanket. 


Scott reached for the box Noah had brought, gloved up 
quickly, and then set the lube where he could easily reach 
it. But he wasn’t quite ready for that yet. Not until he had a 
chance to explore every inch of his new lover's body. 
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He poured more suntan lotion onto his hands and began a 
slow stroking motion, massaging Noah downward from 
shoulders to back and hips. He kneaded Noah’s butt 
muscles and worked his way down the backs of those fine 
legs, pausing when he got to Noah’s feet and gently 
brushing the sand away before kissing the heels, the arches, 
the toes. He was rewarded with a smile on Noah’s face, 
even though Noah still had his eyes closed. 


Scott wiped lotion and sand off his hands and then reached 
for the lube. He moved back up to kneel between Noah's 
legs, shifting them apart slightly and exposing his crease. 
He stroked it lightly with one slick finger and then gently 
penetrated the small, warm opening. The ring of muscle was 
already more relaxed than Scott had ever felt it. Scott added 
a second finger and stroked the delicate walls, then reached 
for the little gland that seemed to give Noah so much 
pleasure, eliciting a light moan. 


Scott withdrew his fingers and then shifted forward, sliding 
his cock into the beckoning entrance with one slow, smooth, 
intensely pleasurable motion, meeting very little resistance. 
When he was buried as deep as he could get, he stretched 
out on Noah’s back, covering him like a blanket while 
maintaining the slightest tension in his arms and legs to 
keep his full weight off the young man. 


If they hadn’t spent the previous night making love in his 
hotel room, Scott knew he would never have been able to 
last. Buried to his balls inside the heat of Noah felt 
incredible, but the need was not yet urgent. He rolled his 
hips slowly and took his time, lightly licking Noah’s neck and 
then showering little kisses along his high cheekbone and 
the upturned corner of his sweet mouth as Noah smiled in 


lazy enjoyment at the attention. Moving aside the tousled 
hair with one gentle hand, he nuzzled the back of Noah’s 
neck, breathing in warmth and the faint smell of coconut- 
scented suntan lotion. 


Scott reached along the backs of Noah’s arms and then 
interlaced their fingers and drew their elbows in until they 
were as tight together as they could get. His hips moved in 
slow, languorous thrusts, only partially withdrawing and 
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pushing in again so deeply that Noah was rocked forward 
with every stroke, and only Scott’s tight grip on his arms 
held them steady. 


They lay that way for what seemed like a long time, 
listening to the rustle of small creatures in the underbrush, 
the crying of seagulls, the waves lapping against the sand, 
and their own deep, steady breaths. 


Gradually, his movements became more urgent as Noah’s 
breath quickened, and he started to push back, wordlessly 
urging Scott to increase the pace. Digging his elbows into 
the thin blanket for traction, Scott changed his angle until 
he brushed Noah’s gland with every thrust, still holding him 
tightly as Noah squirmed in excitement. With a low moan 
from Noah, Scott felt the slick channel tighten and spasm 
around his shaft as Noah came. Scott let out his own loud 
gasp as he stiffened and then pulsed his pleasure deep into 
Noah’s body. 


With trembling arms, he collapsed onto the blanket. After 
slipping off the condom, he set it aside. Still panting, Noah 
reached for him, and they shared another leisurely kiss 
before drifting off to sleep for a short while. 


Waking first, Scott rolled onto his side to stare down at 
Noah’s relaxed face. 


Even in his sleep, he wore a little smile. 


The smile grew as he opened his eyes and looked up at 
Scott. “There they are,” Noah said. “Those eyes. Just like | 
remember them. See the sky?” He pointed up. 


“The same warm, happy blue. Not like when we first met, all 
tired and grayish.” 


“Remember from where?” 


Noah sat up, reached for his water, took a swig, put it aside. 
The smile had vanished, and he moved restlessly. 


Scott sat next to him. He missed that smile already, but he 
had to ask. “Noah? 


Honey? Remember from where?” 

“You'll think I’m crazy.” 

Scott was silent. 

Noah bit his lip and looked away. “Oh. Too late?” 58 
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Scott took his hand. “Just tell me. There isn’t much you 
could do to drive me away at this point.” 


“I hope that’s true,” Noah murmured. Then he looked up 
and spoke in a rush, as if to get it all out at once. “From the 
dreams. I’ve been dreaming about you for weeks. Maybe 
longer. Not your face, but your eyes. | remember your eyes 
when I wake up. And your hands.” He grinned. “Oh yes, 


those hands.” His smile faded, and he looked thoughtful as 
a little furrow appeared between his eyebrows. “I think 
some of the dreams were about this afternoon. Your hands 
felt the same. | wonder if that means l'Il stop having them 
now. That would be too bad, but the reality is so much 
better. So | guess that would be okay.” 


Scott pulled him close, and Noah buried his face in Scott’s 
neck. They were quiet while Scott stroked Noah’s hair, 
letting the damp strands fall though his fingers. 


Eventually Noah whispered, “You do think I’m crazy.” 


“I don’t know. I’m not sure it really matters. Does it?” He felt 
Noah smile against his shoulder. “/ don’t think so.” 


* OK OK 


“Are you sure it’s okay?” Curious and maybe a little nervous, 
Scott looked out the window of Noah's old truck at the large, 
rambling house where Noah had grown up. The late- 
afternoon sun streaming through the tall pines dappled the 
gray-shingled roof with shadow. Noah’s family didn’t live in 
town. Too cramped, he’d said. They’d driven north until the 
trees had turned from cypress and mangrove to the pines 
and oaks of higher ground. 


Noah switched off the engine and turned toward him. 
“"Course it is. | told you, it’s Sunday.” He exaggerated his 
drawl as he added, “And for you city boys who don’t know 
no better, Sunday mornin’ means church, and Sunday 
afternoon means family, friends, and food. Lots and lots of 
food.” He laughed, and his voice returned to its normal soft 
intonation. “I already told them you were coming, so you 
can’t back out now.” 
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“I mean—I want to meet them, but | mean—do they know?” 
Noah grinned at him as Scott tried to stammer out the 
question. “Yeah, they know I’m gay and that you’re my 
special friend.” He made little air quotes with his fingers. 
“It'll be okay.” He climbed out of the truck. “Anyway, we 
don’t have to stay long. We’ll say hello to Mama and get 
something to eat. Then we can head over to my place.” 


There were a few people in the rocking chairs on the front 
porch, watching as several kids played with a puppy. Noah 
paused, introducing them as cousins, and then continued 
into the house. They entered a spacious eat-in kitchen. The 
smell of fried chicken and baking pies permeated the air. 
Looking around, Scott felt a little like he had been cast back 
in time. Did families like this still exist? 


Apparently they did. Scott’s hand was seized in a strong grip 
by an older woman who smiled at him warmly. “I’m happy to 
meet you, Scott.” She stared at him, still holding his hand. 
Her eyes were green, without the hint of gray that Noah’s 
had, but she was unmistakably his mother. “We're so glad 
you could make it. 


Get a plate; get started. There’s plenty.” 


The first order of business was definitely food. It seemed to 
be a potluck, with dishes scattered around the counter and 
on the tables. People helped themselves, sitting anywhere 
they could find a seat, mingling and catching up. 


Scott looked around the room at several generations of 
Taylors eating and talking. “Is it like this every Sunday?” he 
asked after he and Noah had filled their plates and settled 
into a couple of folding chairs in a quiet corner of the living 
room. 


“You can never tell who’s going to come. Sometimes there 
are a lot of people, like today. Sometimes just a few of the 
closer relations.” He looked around thoughtfully. “Guess | 
haven’t been here myself in a while. I’m usually at a 
campsite somewhere by now.” 


They started on the fried chicken and the collards laced with 
ham and dripping with grease. Damn good fried chicken, 
Scott thought, and if he ate like this 60 
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all the time, he’d end up with a heart attack by his next 
birthday. But one time wouldn’t kill him. He didn’t think. 


A long-legged girl in cutoff jean shorts handed them a 
couple of cold bottles. 


“Mama said y’all needed a beer.” 


Scott took the beer while Noah introduced them. “Scott, this 
is my sister, Jenny. Two of those kids playing out front with 
the dogs belong to her.” Scott smiled at her. “I thought Noah 
told me you were older than him. That can’t be right. No 
way you’re old enough to have two kids.” She giggled. A 
faint blush tinged her cheeks. But they only had time to talk 
for a minute before a sudden shriek and a crash from the 
front of the house grabbed her attention. She yelled, “Dang 
it, boys. | told you not to let that dog in the house,” and took 
off for the kitchen. 


Noah grinned at Scott. “Didn’t know you were such a 
charmer.” 


“She’s got the same long, beautiful legs as you, baby. Must 
run in the family.” Noah turned a little red and looked down 
at his plate, chuckling. Well, giggling. But Scott supposed 


you didn’t tell a young man that he giggled just like his 
sister. Even if it did make you want to drag him into the coat 
closet and— 


The door leading to the back deck opened, and Scott looked 
up, spotting a teenage boy holding hands with a pretty 
brunette. The boy stared at them, evidently startled, and 
said something to the girl. She went to talk to another girl, 
and the boy approached them. 


“What the fuck are you doing here? Shouldn’t you be out in 
the swamp, doing a bobcat or something?” 


Scott raised his eyebrows, but Noah only grinned. “Is that 
your new girlfriend? 


You're not going to introduce us?” 


“Hell, no. Don’t you go talking to her either.” Noah turned to 
Scott. “This is my little brother, Jake. I’m an embarrassment 
to him.” 
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Jake frowned at Scott. “And who the hell is this? Don’t tell 
me you actually have a friend.” 


“He’s my boyfriend, Jake. Hey, maybe we can double date 
with you and your girlfriend. What do you think?” 


“Hell with that!” Jake made a loud gagging noise and ran off. 


Noah snorted with laughter and called after him, “Keep 
cussin’ like that and Mama’s gonna wash your mouth out 
with soap. It’s okay,” Noah told Scott, still grinning. “Jake is 


all right. He’s like most teenagers, embarrassed about 
anything that might make him different from all the other 
kids, including a weird older brother. He'll get over it.” 


Scott stared thoughtfully after the boy. The way the kid had 
looked so astonished to see Noah and had immediately 
come over to talk to him... “I think he misses you.” 


Noah’s smile vanished. 


Scott said hastily, “I’m sorry. It’s none of my business. | 
Shouldn’t have said anything. Forget it, okay?” 


Noah’s voice was quiet. “You’re probably right. We used to 
do a lot of stuff together when we were younger—fishing 
and hiking. | should do something with him, shouldn’t I? Go 
Camping or something.” Noah seemed almost to be talking 
to himself as he stared pensively at nothing. Then he 
blinked and smiled at Scott. 


“Give me your plate. My aunt makes the best pineapple 
cake. You’ve got to try it. Be right back.” 


Scott let his gaze wander around the living room. After 
spotting a group of pictures on a low hall table, he went 
over to get a closer look. As much as he had enjoyed the 
last few days, they had taken their toll, and he leaned a 
little on his cane as he bent to examine the pictures. They 
seemed to be mostly family. Pictures of a young Noah with 
his brother and sister at a campsite and at the beach. 
Pictures of the whole family at Disney World. Scott grinned— 
a photo of a young Noah at Boy Scout camp. And one more 
photo at the end of the row. Scott picked it up and looked 62 
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at it closely. A big, good-looking blond kid in shorts and T- 
Shirt with one arm slung around a teenage Noah. They were 
both barefoot, standing in front of a small boat filled with 
fishing gear. 


“I took that.” Noah’s father had approached while Scott 
stood looking at the photograph. “It was the last picture | 
took of the boys together, the spring before they graduated. 
| have other ones of Kyle, but | put them away in a drawer.” 


“Why leave this one out?” 


“I tried to put it away once. Noah seems so sad when he 
sees it. He gets that look on his face like he’s somewhere 
else. After some time had passed, | thought it would be best 
to put them all away. But when | started to put this one ina 
drawer, Noah stopped me. He just said ‘not yet,’ as if he 
was waiting for something.” 


“For what?” 
Noah’s father shook his head. “I wish | knew.” 
Scott looked back at the picture. “They seem happy.” 


“They were together through most of high school. Kyle 
played football, and Noah would go watch some of the 
games, but he didn’t really like it. He went for Kyle. 
Everybody loved Kyle, but Noah wasn’t as outgoing. He 
doesn’t like to fight or go up north to hunt, like a lot of folks 
around here, so sometimes he would get picked on. But Kyle 
didn’t mind fighting, and he always stuck up for Noah.” 
Scott put the picture down gently. “Sounds like they were 
really close.” 


“They were.” Katie Taylor joined them. She linked arms with 
her husband. 


“Sometimes more than we would have liked.” She frowned 
at the picture. “That boy was no angel. Kyle liked to have a 
good time, and we were always afraid he’d get Noah into 
more trouble than he could handle. It still scares us to think 
how easily our boy could have ended up the same way. | 
thank God every day that he had the sense to leave Kyle 
when he did.” She shook her head. “It’s a real shame 
though. 


Kyle’s parents tried to get the boy to come home, but he 
wouldn't listen. Those poor folks have moved away now, to 
be with their daughter and her family. Kyle was basically a 
decent kid, and he took good care of Noah, in his own way.” 
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“I’m sure Noah misses him.” 


“It’s been close to three years. I’d almost given up hope that 
he would ever really come back to us. It’s good to see him 
here today.” She gave Scott a big, warm smile, and he 
realized where Noah got the sweet grin that had the rather 
embarrassing effect of melting Scott’s insides. Her smile 
certainly didn’t generate the same reaction. But it did make 
him feel good—as if he’d done something right, even if he 
didn’t know exactly what it was. 


She reached up to give her husband a peck on the cheek. 
“I’m going out back to check on Jenny and the kids.” 


“PIL be out in a sec.” 


She gave Scott another warm smile as she left through the 
patio door. Scott felt a little puzzled. Did she credit him with 
Noah’s apparently rare visit with his family? 


Taylor turned to him. “I’m a little worried about Noah. 
George Mendez was a no-good son of a bitch, and the town 
is better off without him. But | wish Noah hadn’t been the 
one to find him. Everybody knows how he felt about Mendez 
after Kyle died. Do you think he’s in any trouble?” 


“If you’re asking whether he’s a suspect, then the answer is 
no. At least, not unless some new evidence comes to light. 
But he has a good alibi for the time of Mendez’s death. And 
if he really meant harm to Mendez, he could have done it 
anytime. He didn’t need to wait until this town was 
Swarming with cops and FBI agents.” 


Scott hesitated. He didn’t want to get into an interrogation 
with Noah’s dad. 


But no point in wasting the opportunity to get a little 
background. “You said he hated Mendez after Kyle’s death. 
But not before then? Did Noah and Kyle spend much time 
with Mendez before Kyle moved?” 


Taylor shrugged. “I’m his father. He never told me any 
details. But | know Kyle bought drugs from Mendez, and 
where Kyle went, Noah went. We had more than one 
knockdown, drag-out about it with Noah. But you can’t tell 
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anything once he’s made up his mind.” A flash of humor 
crossed his face. “You'll find that out, if you haven’t already. 
But I’d like to think he just went along with Kyle and wasn’t 
a user himself.” 


“What about since Kyle’s death? Do you think he’s had any 
contact with Mendez?” 


“I really don’t think so. Noah disappears for days at a time 
on his old canoe, but he’s camping. No one ever sees him in 
town or anywhere near the marina where George lived. He’s 
pretty much a loner. Always has been, | guess, except for 
Kyle.” That was another thing he’d wondered about. “To be 
honest, I’m a little surprised that no one seems to have a 
problem with Noah bringing home a guy.” 


“We've had time to adjust. Or maybe it’s just Noah. He’s 
always gone his own way, and he’s taken his share of 
bruises for it. But he never had any doubts about who he 
was or what he wanted, like you’d think a kid would have, 
and he never tried to pretend to be something he wasn't. 
When he and Kyle started to hang out in high school, it 
seemed like the most natural thing in the world. | know that 
sounds odd, especially for small-town folks.” 


“He’s lucky to have a family like you. | wonder if he realizes 
it.” 


“He may not act like it sometimes, but I think he does.” 
Taylor stared at Scott searchingly. “You seem like a good 
guy, and my wife likes you. She seems to think you really 
care about him. I’ve learned to trust her judgment. | hope 
she’s right this time.” 


Scott wanted to point out that he’d only just met Noah. That 
it was a little soon to be having this kind of a conversation 
with Noah’s dad—a little soon to even be meeting his family. 
Instead, he said, “She is.” 


“Cake,” Noah announced brightly from behind them, making 
Scott jump. 


Scott didn’t know what he’d been expecting but soon 
realized Noah’s uncle wasn’t too far off the mark when he’d 
called it “that crappy trailer.” Big Cypress Crossroads 
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He gave up trying to think of something nice to say about 
the ancient silver bullet-shaped aluminum can surrounded 
by pines. But there was one really nice, massive live oak, 
beautifully draped with Spanish moss. Noah had a couple of 
chairs under it. “Wow. It’s like living outside all the time.” 
That was the least insulting comment he could devise. 


“Hey, there’s electricity and a well. There’s even a window 
air conditioner.” He pointed it out as they entered the small 
living space. Scott hesitated to set his overnight bag on the 
little table for fear it would collapse. On the other hand, the 
kitchen area seemed exceptionally clean, although this 
probably meant that Noah never used it. 


“| don’t spend a lot of time here. Mostly | just spend the 
night.” Noah confirmed what Scott had already observed. 


Scott opened the refrigerator. “I see why we had to eat at 
your parents’ house.” Only a few bottles of water and a 
couple of beers occupied the otherwise empty shelves. 


Noah took the beers. “Want to sit outside for a few 
minutes?” They settled into the two chairs under the oak, 
and Noah lit the citronella candle sitting on the white plastic 
side table to help keep the mosquitoes and the swarms of 
gnats at bay. “I hope the family wasn’t too much. It can bea 
little chaotic sometimes.” 


“No, they’re great. I’m just not used to it.” 


“Is your family from Miami? You don’t have much of an 
accent.” 


“From Pennsylvania, but we moved to Tallahassee for my 
dad’s job when I was pretty young. But | don’t have much 
family left. My parents died in a car crash when | was in 
college.” Even years later, the shock he’d felt at that phone 
call still had the power to close his throat for a moment. 


Noah saw it. He reached out to take Scott’s hand. “I can’t 
imagine how that would feel if it were my parents. I’m so 
sorry. Do you have any other family?” 66 
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Scott squeezed the warm, strong fingers and felt the tension 
leave as quickly as it had come. “I still have my brother, 
Mark. He’s younger than me, so | took care of him until he 
got through school. He’s got a good job with the state in 
Tallahassee. 


Doesn't really need me anymore.” 


“It’s not about needing you. You should keep in touch. He’s 
family—Oh...” Noah looked down at his beer. 


Scott winced a little as he remembered the earlier comment 
he’d made about Jake missing his brother. “You know, you 
shouldn't listen to me. Not until | can take my own stupid 
advice.” 


“It’s not stupid.” Noah stroked the back of his hand with a 
thumb, sending a little tingle right up his arm. “Maybe later, 
after your case is over, you can give him a call. And I'll take 
Jake camping.” 


“Yeah,” Scott muttered. Seems like it’s always later—after 
the case Is over. 


They fell silent, listening to the cicadas and the occasional 
hoot of an owl. Scott heard faint trickling sounds. “Is there 
water nearby?” 


“Down the hill.” Noah gestured. “There’s a little creek back 
in the trees. It never overflows too much, even during the 
summer rains. We're pretty high and dry up here on this 
Slope. | like to sit out here and listen to it.” 


“This is a beautiful spot.” 


Scott slowly relaxed as he listened to the sounds of the 
peaceful night. They sat sipping beer in silence. 


The sudden harsh ringing of a phone disrupted the calm. 
Seeing his partner’s name on the caller ID, Scott knew with 
resignation that his brief respite was over. 


Rivera didn’t waste any time. “They found something on the 
casino video— 


Mendez talking to a couple of other guys. They seem to be 
arguing. They'll send the video in and process it as 
evidence, but that’s going to take some time. | want to talk 
to anyone who might have been a witness to that argument, 
so I’m going to run over to the casino. It’s over in 
Hollywood, but you should—” Big Cypress Crossroads 
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“I should meet you up there. It’s less than a couple of hours 
from here. | Know some of these dealers. | might be able to 
recognize someone on the video. Besides, you need help 
getting statements from the witnesses.” 


“Ah, Scott, you... Damn. Okay, you probably can save us 
some time with the IDs. But I’m bringing Johnson to help 
with the witnesses, so as soon as you look at the tape, 
you're going back to the office. You need to check in with 
the lieutenant. 


Deal?” 


Scott grudgingly agreed, then ended the call with a pissed- 
off stab of his finger. Johnson. Another detective on the task 
force. So what was that all about? 


Was he Rivera’s new partner now? Scott stared angrily into 
the darkness. Then he sighed. Johnson was a good cop, and 
Scott knew he should be glad Rivera had some help. But the 
thought still sat like a lump of lead in his stomach. 


Noah asked, “What’s going on?” 


“They've got some footage of your buddy George Mendez 
arguing with someone at the casino, but Miguel doesn’t 
want me to go with him tomorrow morning. He wants me to 
go back to the office and sit on my ass.” 


“Well, you have to go.” 

“That’s what | told him.” 

“And | have to go with you.” 

“What? Why? | don’t think that’s a good idea, babe.” 


“George Mendez was never my buddy, but I did grow up 
with him. When Kyle and I went to his place, there were 
always guys hanging around, partying. There was a bar he 
used to go to, a biker dive on the edge of town called the 
Red Eye. We met him there a couple of times. The point is, | 


might be able to help you ID the men on the video much 
more quickly that you could.” Scott ground his teeth 
together, not liking the idea at all yet unable to find fault 
with the logic. If Noah could identify the dealers, then he 
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witness, and they would be foolish not to use him. He would 
call Hanahan in the morning and clear it with her, but he 
knew she would agree. 


He still couldn’t help his concern. “You’re already more 
involved in this than | would like. What if these murderers 
find out that you’re looking at the video?” 


“If they’re that interested, then they already know I can ID a 
lot of George’s friends and that | found the bodies. In other 
words, whether or not | look at the video, they know I’m a 
potential witness. Whoever they are.” Noah stood and then 
moved to kneel in front of Scott and look up at him with big 
eyes. He ran his hands up Scott’s thighs, pushing them 
Slightly apart. “Come on, baby. Where’s the harm? 


We'll drive up. l'Il look at the video. We’ll come right back. | 
won't even talk to anyone. l'Il stay in the security office.” 
Noah brushed his fingers along Scott’s thighs and then 
cradled the man’s growing erection. 


Scott sucked in his breath and muttered, “Well, I’m still not 
sure.” Abruptly, Noah sat back and examined his face. 
“Damn, Scotty, you've already decided to let me go with 
you. How long were you going to leave me kneeling down 
here?” 


Scott grinned. “As long as | could. You look hot like that. Just 
wanted to see how far you'd go to persuade me.” 


Noah smiled up at him. “As far as you want, babe.” 


“Is that right?” Scott ran his fingers through Noah’s hair, 
pulling it lightly through his fingers before bending forward 
to draw him in for a deep kiss. Standing, he pulled Noah up 
and into the trailer. “| hope your bed is sturdy, at least.” 


“Sturdy but not very big.” 


“We'll have to make do.” Scott was out of his clothes and 
working on Noah’s zipper before they even got to the little 
Sleeping area. Naked, they fell together onto the small 
pullout bed. Miraculously, it held under their weight. 


Scott leaned over Noah, pushing his legs apart with his 
knees. Cradling Noah’s head, he kissed his neck, then the 
hollow of his throat, eventually working his way Big Cypress 
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up to lick and suck under his ear. Noah drew in a sharp 
breath. His hands wandered down Scott’s back to cradle his 
ass and draw him in closer. 


Scott thrust against him, feeling the sparks of pleasure as 
their cocks slid together. “I can’t seem to get enough of 
you,” he whispered into Noah’s ear. “I want you more than 
I’ve ever wanted anyone.” 


Noah didn’t answer—just threaded his fingers tightly into 
Scott’s fine sandy hair and crushed his lips against Scott’s. 
Then Noah sucked on Scott’s tongue, drawing a low moan 
from the other man. 


Breaking away for air, Scott placed a hand on Noah's chest. 
He flattened his fingers against the heated skin and felt the 


rapid heartbeat and the quick movements of inhale and 
exhale as Noah caught his breath. 


He slid forward until he lay on top of Noah. Resting his 
mouth inside the curve where Noah’s neck met his shoulder, 
Scott closed his eyes. Noah’s chest rose and fell against his 
own. He adjusted his breathing to reflect Noah’s. When one 
breathed in, the other breathed out. 


Scott flicked out his tongue to get a taste of warm, sweet 
Skin. He smiled as Noah’s breathing hitched and then 
quickened, disrupting their rhythm. He licked again and then 
shifted to start working his way downward. After leaving a 
moist trail down Noah’s skin, he paused to scrape his 
nipples with his teeth, soliciting a gasp. Then he licked his 
way down, loving the taste of Noah’s skin, and paused to 
rub his face against the light trail of hair below Noah’s belly 
button. 


But when he reached Noah’s cock, he only brushed the head 
lightly with his lips despite Noah’s squirming attempt to get 
more contact. He licked a finger to wet it and then parted 
Noah’s legs so he could run that damp finger along the 
exposed crease. 


Removing his hands solicited a murmur of protest, but Scott 
was only moving Noah’s legs farther apart and then lifting 
him slightly behind the knees to spread him open a little 
more. He pressed a thumb against the muscular ring, 
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through, and then slipped a finger inside. He slowly stroked 
the smooth, warm walls inside of Noah. 


With his other hand, Scott played with Noah’s balls and 
lightly caressed the shaft, occasionally brushing the leaking 
head, until Noah was squirming, his hands knotted in the 
blanket. 


“Quit being such a tease. Come on.” 


Looking at that pretty, begging mouth, Scott felt suddenly 
frustrated by all the possibilities. He wanted to do 
everything to Noah, all at once, and his cock burned for 
some attention. 


Withdrawing from between Noah’s legs, he heard a groan 
and saw Noah start to reach for his own dick. Catching 
Noah’s wrists, he murmured, “Not yet, babe. 


Don’t be so impatient.” 


Leaning forward, he stretched Noah’s arms along the bed 
above his head, holding him while he straddled his chest. “1 
need to feel that mouth.” Noah’s eyes were wide with 
excitement, his mouth open and panting. The lovely lips 
parted as Scott nudged his hard, reddened cock into the 
warm and waiting mouth. With a sigh he eased his shaft in 
deeper. Noah’s mouth stretched around it as his tongue 
stroked the sensitive underside of the swollen head. 


Scott had only meant to feel that warmth for a moment 
before returning to finish Noah off, but now he found himself 
unable to withdraw as Noah sucked hard, his lips tightening 
to draw him in until his cockhead nudged the back of Noah’s 
throat. Looking at his lover’s face, he saw Noah’s eyes half 
closed in very evident enjoyment. Scott couldn’t help it as 
his hips flexed and he thrust with more force. 


It felt good. No, it felt incredible, and the sight of the 
gorgeous young man taking him in so enthusiastically was 


the most erotic thing he had ever seen. There was 
something about him that brought out a fierce protective 
urge in Scott—an urge that bordered on possessiveness. 
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Gazing down at the sweet lips stretched around him, Scott 
suddenly realized he was still holding Noah’s arms above his 
head as he plunged his shaft forcefully in and out of Noah’s 
mouth. 


Dismayed that he was being too rough, he released Noah 
immediately and started to withdraw, stammering, “Sorry, 
baby, did | hurt you? | didn’t mean—” But as soon as he let 
go, Noah grasped the cheeks of his ass, pulling him back 
and sucking him in again. Noah squeezed Scott’s butt 
muscles, massaging them, and then pressed a finger 
against his entrance until he broke through to stroke him 
inside. 


Unable to resist any longer, Scott leaned forward, hands 
against the bed to steady himself as his hips snapped in 
time with Noah’s finger stroking him. One final thrust, and 
he came hard, shooting fluid down Noah’s throat—claiming 
the young man as his own and shuddering with an intensity 
that was beyond the mere pleasure of the orgasm. Panting, 
he slowly withdrew and collapsed on the bed next to Noah. 
A little ashamed at his loss of control, he whispered, “l 
didn’t mean to be so rough.” 


Noah cupped Scott’s face in his hands, turning it so he could 
look him in the eyes. Scott was relieved to see that Noah 
was smiling. In fact, the little sparkle in his eyes seemed to 
indicate that Noah might actually be laughing at him. 


“That was hot. I’m so turned on right now I’m about to come 
with or without your help.” Noah caught Scott’s mouth and 
gave him a hard kiss. Scott tasted himself on Noah’s 
tongue. 


Still kissing him, Noah reached down to squeeze Scott’s ass, 
then slipped a finger inside to stroke him again as he had 
when he'd had Scott in his mouth. 


Responding to the touch and feeling that he would do 
anything that Noah wanted, anything at all, Scott opened 
his legs a little to give him more room. Never breaking the 
kiss, Noah pushed the finger in more deeply, twisting it and 
stroking him. 


When Noah finally released his mouth, he leaned forward to 
whisper hesitantly into Scott’s ear, “Baby, | want to... | 
mean, do you ever...?” 72 
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“Tell me what you want, honey. Anything you want.” He 
asked breathlessly, “I want to fuck you. Can I?” Scott 
swallowed hard at the electric surge of desire that coursed 
through him at Noah’s timid request. Astonished at his own 
strong reaction, he caught Noah’s mouth for another deep, 
heartfelt kiss. “Yes. Oh yes. | didn’t know you wanted to, but 
anything you want, | want.” A little self-consciously, he 
added, “We might have to take it a little easy, though. I’ve 
done it before, but only a few times with guys I really cared 
about, and that’s been a long time.” Smiling shyly, Noah 
said, “We'll go slow. But | have just the thing, if you think it 
will help.” He reached into a bedside drawer and pulled out 
the lube; then, looking a little embarrassed himself, he 
retrieved a slim white dildo. “Sometimes | use it on myself,” 


he admitted in a low voice. “You know—because | don’t get 
out much to meet anyone.” 


“Oh.” Scott’s imagination suddenly ran wild. “Oh, I’ve got to 
see that.” 


“What?” Noah looked at him, eyebrows raised. “Me using it 
on myself?” 


“Hell, yes. But not right now.” As hot as the thought of Noah 
satisfying himself with a dildo might be, it also struck Scott 
as a little sad. He shook his head. “Noah Taylor, you 
continue to surprise me. You're so beautiful. Are there no 
gay guys at all in this town? | can’t believe they would let 
you get away.” Noah smiled at him. “You really think so? | 
guess I’m not one of those guys who goes looking for a one- 
night stand. Anyway, you heard | spend a lot of time out 
camping. Not a lot of opportunity when your only company 
is gators and the occasional bobcat. It’s been a couple of 
years since I’ve been with anyone.” 


“It’s been a while for me too.” Scott winced inside. If Noah’s 
situation was sad, what did that say about his own? “I spend 
so much time working and then in the hospital and in rehab, 
that | guess | haven’t had much opportunity either. But I get 
tested regularly. The last time was only a few weeks ago.” 
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Noah looked pleased. “I wondered about that, but | didn’t 
want to bring it up. 


My last test was three months ago, when | went for a 
physical. It was negative. And like | said, | haven’t been with 
anyone.” 


Leaning forward, Scott knotted his fingers in Noah’s hair and 
said fiercely, 


“Let’s save the rod for later. Right now I want you inside me. 
Just you.” Noah smiled, eyes lighting with excitement. He 
put the dildo away while Scott lay down on his back. Noah 
settled between Scott’s legs and ran his hands over Scott’s 
chest in long, firm strokes. 


“You're so fine,” he murmured. Pausing at Scott’s nipples, 
he tweaked and pulled them until Scott felt them wrinkle 
and harden. Little surges of heat radiated straight to his 
cock every time Noah pulled, and Scott threw his head back, 
arching upward to silently ask for more. Noah tugged at 
them again and then leaned forward and licked them gently, 
one at a time, soothing them from the almost painful 
attention and pulling a low moan from Scott. 


Noah worked his way down Scott’s belly, kissing and 
nipping. Scott felt a stirring of interest in his cock. After the 
mind-blowing orgasm he’d just had, he’d expected to simply 
give himself to Noah—to enjoy the closeness but not to 
come again. 


But he might have been wrong about his body’s ability to 
recover—at least when it came to the stimulation of being 
near Noah. The young man ran a tongue over his sac, his 
long hair covering half his face as he bent forward. Scott 
reached down and gently pushed that hair away so he could 
see his face—see the flush under his skin and the shine in 
his eyes. 


Noah gave a final lick up and down Scott’s length and then 
pulled away. He reached for Scott’s hip and urged him over. 
“I want you on your stomach.” Scott hesitated. He wanted 

to see Noah’s face but had to acknowledge that it probably 


would be easier for both of them this way. And if it was what 
Noah wanted... Taking a deep breath, he rolled over, giving 
Noah his back and spreading his legs. 
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He propped himself up a little on his elbows and stared 
down at the vast whiteness of the pillow only inches from 
his face. Warm breath reflected back from the surface, 
brushing his skin and tickling his nose with every exhale. 


Scott was accustomed to being in charge. He shifted, 
slightly unnerved, and had to fight the urge to reach back 
and pull the other man down to the bed. Yet at the same 
time, the unfamiliar feeling of vulnerability made his heart 
race. 


He closed his eyes and waited for Noah. 


Kneeling next to him, Noah stroked his back and cupped his 
butt. Then he moved behind him and spread his cheeks 
apart, using both hands. One slick finger pressed inside, 
stroking his walls. A second finger soon followed, and Scott 
drew in a quick breath at the unaccustomed invasion. 


Noah kissed the curve of his back. “Okay, babe? We don’t 
have to do this now.” 


“I want to. I’m fine. More than fine.” 


Noah settled between his legs. He reached under Scott to 
stroke his shaft and play with his balls with one hand while 
his two fingers dived into his channel, scissoring to stretch 
him. The intensity of Scott’s release had helped to loosen up 
his muscles, but it still burned. Scott relaxed and gave 


himself over to Noah’s sure hands. He let out a small moan 
as he thrust into Noah’s grip and began to enjoy the 
sensation of being stretched. 


Suddenly it wasn’t enough. “More,” he murmured. “I need 
more.” He rocked his hips up onto Noah’s fingers 
impatiently. 


Noah plunged in a third finger, stretching him even farther. 
Scott’s eyes flew open, and he twisted his neck to look over 
his shoulder at an intent Noah. 


“Damn, you look hot,” Noah said as he stretched Scott 
open. 


He felt uncomfortable, no doubt about that, but there was 
pleasure too. Scott focused on breathing steadily. The warm 
hand wrapped around his shaft underneath him was a 
definite distraction, just as Noah had intended. 
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He grew hard in Noah’s hand as the urgency began to build 
again. Clutching the sheets in his fists, Scott bucked his 
groin into the mattress. The penetration of his ass and the 
teasing of his cock drove him wild. “Baby,” he gasped, “if 
you don’t do something soon, l'm going to lose it. I’m ready, 
| swear. Need you in me.” Almost instantly, Noah withdrew 
his fingers and was up on his knees between Scott’s legs. 
Noah held his own shaft, nudging the head against Scott’s 
opening. 


With a little thrust of his hips, he broke through the loosened 
muscles of Scott’s ring and plunged halfway in and then 
stopped, giving Scott time to adjust. 


Scott took a breath and forced himself to relax further as 
Noah began moving in small thrusts, gradually working his 
way in. Scott looked back. Noah’s eyes were half-closed, his 
mouth open and panting. Scott thought he was struggling to 
hold himself in check. Pushing himself up on one elbow, he 
reached one hand back and grabbed Noah’s hip to urge him 
in. 


Noah laughed breathlessly. “Pushy.” He thrust in as deeply 
as he could. The laugh turned into a groan as he froze. 
“That feels fucking incredible. Are you okay?” 


“Yes.” The burn wasn’t important. The feeling of fullness, of 
connection to Noah—that was. “Do it, baby. | want you.” He 
pushed back to emphasize his readiness. 


Noah moaned and withdrew, then thrust again. Scott 
gasped. That time was almost pure pleasure. He bucked 
back, and Noah started moving his hips more urgently. 
Shifting, Noah changed his angle until he brushed against 
Scott’s gland. A jolt of electric pleasure coursed through 
Scott at each thrust. “Oh yes,” he gasped. 


“Right there... Oh honey...” He began urgently rocking 
upward to meet every plunge of Noah’s shaft. 


The endearment seemed to galvanize Noah. He grabbed 
Scott’s hips so hard Scott thought he would have bruises. 
He rather liked that thought. Noah’s hips snapped forward, 
and then Scott was lost in the pounding heat. 


Noah leaned over Scott’s back and reached under his hip. 
He gripped Scott’s cock again, thumbed the dripping fluid 
from the head, and began working it hard in 76 
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time to his thrusts. Noah pressed his mouth against the 
back of his shoulder. His teeth scraped the skin, and Scott 
let out a moan. Noah squeezed his cock tighter, jerking him 
off as he hammered his ass. Sweat slicked their skins, and 
the harsh sounds of breathing echoed in the little trailer. The 
buildup of tension felt unbearable. Noah’s scraping teeth 
dug into his flesh in a sudden, hard bite, and Scott cried out. 


His balls tightened and drew up, and he felt the final 
swelling of his shaft as he spilled the warm fluid over Noah’s 
hand in a single wave of hot pleasure. As he murmured 
Noah’s name, his channel clamped down hard on Noah’s 
cock, and Scott felt his lover’s wet heat flooding him inside, 
claiming him just as surely as he had earlier claimed Noah. 
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Loud music with a heavy Latin rhythm thundered in his ears, 
sounding close yet distant at the same time—curiously 
muffled, but with a beat that vibrated throughout Noah’s 
body. Moonlight lent a faint glow to the night, and 
everything appeared dim and fuzzy except for the leaping 
flames of the bonfire. The fire roared when one of the 
drunken men threw another log on it, and then the man 
cursed in Spanish as he failed to stagger back in time to 
avoid getting singed. 


Noah felt confused but curiously detached, despite the fact 
that his hands were bound, the rope biting painfully into his 
wrists. 


One man seemed to be in charge—a dark, bald man, 
covered with tattoos and wearing only a pair of ragged 


cutoffs that had once been white. He stood over a blond 
man, bound and lying stretched out on a makeshift table. At 
the sight of the blond man’s face, Noah felt a shock of 
recognition, which quickly turned into smoldering anger. The 
bound man appeared barely conscious, but Noah felt no 
sympathy. The tattooed man began dancing around the 
table, clearly as drunk or high as the rest of them. He 
brandished a large knife, which flashed red in the light of 
the fire, then white as it gleamed in the light of the almost 
full moon. Noah stared at it, fascinated by the glimmering 
change in color. 


The beat became more rapid and then escalated to a 
crescendo as the dancing turned almost frantic. The 
tattooed man raised his knife and brought it down with a 
cry. Blood spurted, appearing black in the moonlight. 


Noah watched calmly, not at all upset about the death of 
the blond man. He wasn’t afraid until he realized that the 
heavy breathing next to him came from Scott. Then a stab 
of fear sliced through him—fear that Scott would do his job 
and 78 


Bren Christopher 


try to bring these men to justice. He tried to warn Scott 
about the blood and the fire, about the crazy men that they 
should run away from as soon as they got a chance, but 
Scott didn’t seem to hear him. Noah raised his voice, 
shouting over the music and the final death cry of the blond 
man. “Fire and blood, Scott. Run. We need to run! Fire and 
blood!” 


He woke covered in sweat, the echo of his own scream in his 
ears. 


“Noah, wake up.” Scott held him, his voice frantic. “Baby, 
wake up.” 


“It’s okay,” Noah gasped. “I’m okay now. Sorry. I’m fine.” 


“Jesus Christ.” Scott pulled him in tighter. “God, that was 
scary. You wouldn’t wake up. | tried and tried, but you 
wouldn’t wake up. You kept yelling about fire and blood.” 
Scott’s voice shook, and Noah could feel his body trembling. 


Noah laid his head against Scott’s shoulder, trying to slow 
his racing heart and draw comfort from the warmth of the 
other man. “I’m sorry,” he told Scott again. “It was only a 
dream. Remember, | told you | have bad ones sometimes. 
Haven’t had one in a while, though.” 


“I couldn’t make out everything you were saying. But at the 
end, you were yelling my name and telling me to run. What 
was the dream about?” Noah shifted uneasily, moving away 
from him. “It was just a dream.” 


“A dream that scared you into screaming and practically 
gave me a heart attack. A dream that evidently involved me 
quite a bit. | think | can ask what it was about.” 


Reluctantly, Noah gave him an answer. “We were out in the 
woods. Our hands were tied, and there were some guys— 
bad men, drunk. They had a big fire going.” He paused, 
trying to decide how much to Say. “It’s already fading away. 
The man in charge was bald and covered with tattoos. | 
think we saw him kill someone with a big knife, and we were 
afraid we’d be next. So we needed to run. That’s all | 
remember.” 
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“Hell, Noah. You’ve seen two dead bodies in the space of a 
few days, one of them killed with a knife and lying in a pool 
of blood. All this talk of drug runners and Santeria ritual. It’s 
no wonder you’re having bad dreams.” Noah didn’t say 
anything. He just let Scott draw him closer, enjoying the 
comfort of the man and not wanting to spoil it by telling him 
that he’d been having variations of that same dream for 
weeks. Maybe even months, although at first they’d been so 
vague that all he could recall, when he woke up, was the 
fire. 


Scott stroked his back gently. “I know | agreed to let you go 
with me tomorrow, but maybe it’s not such a good idea.” 


“I’m fine. | told you, I’ve had bad dreams before. Everyone 
does.” Then he smiled and slipped his arms around the 
bigger man. “Anyway, l'Il be all right. l'II be with you.” 


Scott grunted in exasperation. “Okay, okay. Can’t say no to 
you, can |?” 


“Hope not.” Noah murmured and proceeded to make them 
both forget all about bad dreams, at least for a little while. 


* KOK 


Gazing out the window of the only unmarked police car 
belonging to the town of Big Cypress, Noah watched the 
miles of swamp flicker by as they raced down Alligator Alley 
from Florida’s southwest coast, across the narrow peninsula, 
to the city of Hollywood on the east coast. This section of l- 
75 crossed the saw grass marshes of the Big Cypress 
National Preserve. Behind fencing designed to keep them 
from wandering onto the highway, flocks of wading birds 
and the occasional alligator occupied the banks of winding 
canals. Hardwood hammocks and slash pines covered the 
infrequent higher ground. 


Scott rested his hand on Noah’s thigh as he drove. Noah 
knew that the detective was still worried about whether he 
had made the right decision, allowing Noah to come along. 
Noah covered Scott’s hand with his and squeezed it 
reassuringly. He felt a little of the tension leave Scott’s body 
at the contact. 
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Noah smiled to himself. Did the man think he was made out 
of glass? Noah’s smile grew as he remembered Scott’s 
dismay the previous evening at getting a little forceful. It 
also precipitated the beginnings of an uncomfortable 
tightness in the front of the jeans he had put on for the 
occasion, forgoing his usual cargo shorts. 


He’d even combed out his hair and pulled it back into a neat 
tail. After all, he didn’t want to embarrass his new boyfriend 
in front of the man’s coworkers. 


Scott said, “When we get there, we’ll go straight to the 
security office. l'Il stay with you while you look at the video, 
but then | might have to leave to go help Miguel interview 
some of the staff. You’ll be okay, waiting for me in the 
office?” 


“Sure. Take as long as you need.” It was nice to have 
someone care so much about him again. Kyle had taken 
care of him in high school, but when things had started to 
go badly for him in Miami, Noah knew it was his turn to take 
care of Kyle. He had tried, but ultimately, he had failed. The 
memory of that failure still twisted his stomach into knots 
and made his eyes burn. 


“Hey.” Scott squeezed his hand, and Noah realized he had 
been gripping a little too tightly. “What’s the matter? | 
thought you weren’t worried about this?” 


“I’m not. | hope | can recognize someone on the tape. | 
don’t like the thought of people who could do that to those 
men in the swamp running around free. George might have 
been guiding them, but he couldn’t have been acting alone. 
You found more talismans with the bodies, didn’t you?” 


“Yes. Three talismans and five more bodies under the water. 
All killed the same way, with a knife. I’m sure all the bodies 
had talismans at some point. They’re probably giving a 
gator indigestion by now.” 


“Takes a lot more than a few little pieces of metal to give a 
gator indigestion.” They pulled into the parking garage of 
the casino. They had no difficulty finding a space this early 
in the day. Even so, there were plenty of tourists wandering 
the shops and heading for an impressive pool area. They 
followed a gleaming marble floor past a neon sea of slot 
machines. Noah wanted to look around Big Cypress 
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some more, but he didn’t have much of a chance as they 
headed for the casino offices in the back corner by the bar. 


Rivera was already there. He didn’t appear surprised to see 
Noah. Scott had said he’d gotten permission for Noah to 
come along. Noah was glad about that. He didn’t want to 
get Scott into trouble. 


Rivera nodded at him and then looked at Scott. “Johnson is 
out talking to the staff. We’ve got the video ready to go.” 


They took their seats, and the casino security officer started 
the video on one of the large monitors. A few seconds of the 
casino entrance, colorfully lit in contrast with the darkness 
of nighttime, and then Mendez appeared. Noah leaned 
forward intently. George seemed relaxed, smiling, like a man 
out for a good time. A large, dark-haired man stood with 
him. They seemed to be speaking casually. But the large 
man had his head down, and his face was difficult to make 
out. 


“| can’t really see him,” Noah said. 


The casino security man said, “Wait, there’s some more 
footage of them at the blackjack table.” He switched to a 
different camera and began the video again. A few seconds, 
and then Mendez and his friend were laying down cards. 


“Here,” the security guard said and stopped the video at the 
best point to view the other man’s face. 


The angle still wasn’t perfect, but it was better. 


“Tito.” Noah sat back. “I’m sure it’s Tito. He and George 
used to hang out a lot together.” 


“Got a last name?” Rivera asked. 


“No. | don’t really know him. | saw him at the Red Eye, back 
when Kyle and | used to go by there to see George. Tito was 
one of the bunch that George played pool with. We never 
even spoke. But I’m sure that’s him.” Rivera called the 
information in to his office so the task force could start 
looking for a file that might match Tito’s name and 
description. 
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The security guard continued to forward through all the 
footage that included Mendez. The drug dealer had played 
the slots with little luck and then headed back to the poker 
tables with equally dismal results. He and Tito then made 
for the bar, ordering several drinks in rapid succession. 
While there, they hit on a couple of young women, talked to 
them for a while, and then greeted another man in passing 
but didn’t start a conversation with him. 


“Anything?” Rivera asked Noah. 
“No. Sorry, | don’t recognize anyone else.” 


With their night drawing to an end due to an apparent lack 
of funds to continue, the unlucky duo left the casino. The 
parking garage camera caught them as they exited the 
elevator onto the second level of the garage. Two men 
approached them outside the elevator. 


The guard paused the video and said, “These two were 
standing in the garage for a while. After we watch this, | can 
back up and show you some footage from another garage 
camera that caught them as they hung out a little too far 
from the elevator camera. There’s no sound, only video.” 
But Noah didn’t need the additional footage to know who he 
was looking at. He could feel the blood draining from his 
face and his chest getting tight as he struggled to control 
the sudden wave of rage that threatened to overwhelm him. 


Scott looked at him. “You recognize them.” 


“Start the video again, will you? | want to see the rest of it.” 
The guard started the footage. 


Noah leaned forward, staring intently at the monitor. His 
hands gripped the edge of his seat until his knuckles ached. 


It was obvious that the four men knew each other. The 
smaller of the two new men started yelling as soon as he 
saw George and Tito. The studs piercing his nose and lips 
contorted his face further as he screamed in rage and shook 
a fist at them. 


They shouted back as their faces grew flushed. 
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The other new arrival stood back and watched his pierced, 
spike-haired companion yelling at George and Tito. In 
contrast to the others, his fine light blond hair was almost 
white, and his pale gray eyes were cold and remote as he 
stood and observed the argument. 


The tension escalated. The pierced man became 
increasingly angry until he shoved George in the chest with 
enough force to knock him into the wall next to the exit. Tito 
shouted and swung at the man, connecting a hard blow to 
his chin. 


Staggering, the pierced man started to reach into his 
pocket, no doubt for something more lethal than his fist, 
when the blond man finally intervened. He held out a hand 
to his companion and said something. Then he looked up to 
stare directly into the camera. 


Noah’s breath caught in his throat for a moment as the 
guard froze the footage at that point—the point that had the 
best view of the blond man’s face. Those cold gray eyes 
seemed to look right at him. 


Noah continued to stare blankly at the monitor, but he no 
longer saw that hated face on the screen. Fragments of 
memory flashed in front of his eyes as he relived the past. 


The nightclub where Kyle liked to hang out. The blond man 
cutting in on the dance, taking Kyle away from him. Kyle 
gone far too long. Noah searching the club frantically and 
then finding him in a back room on his knees, with the white 
powder and the razor blades still scattered on the glass 
coffee table. The man laughing as he withdrew from Kyle’s 
mouth, using his own hand to finish himself off as he 
spurted into Kyle’s face. Kyle looking so dazed, as if he 
hardly knew what was going on while Noah hauled him to 
his feet. Helpless tears of rage burning Noah’s eyes as the 
blond man’s bodyguards looked on impassively and the 
pierced man stood by, laughing with a high, wild sound that 
still sent chills through Noah’s bones late at night. 


And then the blond man calling after him as Noah dragged a 
half-conscious Kyle out of the room. “Sure you don’t want a 
taste, niño bonito? / could make you feel so good, pretty 
Noah...or you and Kyle together. Ah, I’d pay to have that...” 
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Noah brought one trembling hand up to his face, pressing 
two fingers hard between his eyes as he desperately tried to 
control himself in front of these men. 


Scott leaned close and squeezed his arm gently. “You know 
him. Tell me who he is.” Noah let out his breath, feeling 
comforted by the other man’s close presence. “I know him.” 
His voice barely shook as he said, “That’s the son of a bitch 
who killed Kyle.” 


“Killed him... Noah, he died of a heroin overdose. I’m sorry, 
but we had to look up the case file. The medical examiner 
ruled it an accidental overdose.” Angry, Noah stood to pace 
restlessly around the small office. “I don’t care what they 
said. That asshole is responsible for Kyle’s death. He might 
as well have shoved the needle into Kyle’s arm himself. His 
name is Josef Krause. He’s got an accent, but he’s not 
Cuban. He’s from South America somewhere, | think.” There 
was silence for a moment. Noah caught a grim look as it 
passed between Scott and his partner. Then Rivera said, 
“The Argentinean.” Scott stood and stared at the screen. 
“I’ve heard of him, but I’ve never seen him. He’s one of 
Santiago’s lieutenants, same as Lugo, only much higher up 
the food chain. We need to pull his file.” The grim look 
turned to excitement. “We might actually get the son of a 
bitch this time. If we can prove he had anything to do with 
George Mendez’s death, it could bust everything wide-open 
and lead us right up to his boss.” 


He turned back to Noah. “The other guy? With the leather 
jacket and the piercings?” 


“Rafael. Krause’s lapdog. | don’t know his last name, but 
they’ve been together for years. Rafael carries a 
switchblade, and I’ve heard he knows how to use it. Be 
careful of him, Scott. I’ve heard he’s—” Noah searched for 
the right word— 


“unpredictable. Unstable.” 


Rivera pulled out his phone again. “This video is enough to 
get us a warrant. 


Who knows what we will find? We need to move fast, before 
they get word and have Big Cypress Crossroads 
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time to make a cover story and clean up any evidence.” He 
called in the identification, setting the other members of 
their task force to work. 


Noah was still standing, staring at the monitor. “Hey.” Scott 
touched his arm lightly. “We’ll get him. He might not go 
down for Kyle’s death, but sooner or later, he wi// end up in 
jail.” 


Noah nodded jerkily and looked away, forcing himself to 
uncross his arms and take a seat again. “It just took me by 
surprise. | didn’t expect to see him.” 


“I know.” Scott sounded thoughtful. “I wonder what the hell 
is going on. What was the argument about? Why all the 
dead bodies? And how does a small-town pusher like 
Mendez even know a big-time Miami dealer like Krause?” 
Rivera said, “The drug world is a small one in south Florida. 
Maybe it’s some kind of turf war. An argument over 
territory.” Then he looked at Noah. “One connection 
between Mendez and Krause is standing right here.” Noah 
stiffened. He felt like he was being accused of something, 
but he wasn’t sure what. “I know Mendez because of Kyle. 
And | know Krause because of Kyle.” 


“So Kyle was a customer of George Mendez in Big Cypress, 
and then of Krause’s in Miami. Is that how Kyle met Krause? 
Krause and Mendez were in business, and Mendez passed 
him along to Krause, one dealer to another, when Kyle 
moved to Miami?” 


Noah shook his head. “Kyle liked to party and go club- 
hopping. Krause owns a club called Beach Boyz, in South 
Beach. | kind of figured they met there, but we never talked 
about it.” 


Rivera didn’t look like he entirely believed Noah, but Noah 
didn’t let himself get upset about it. Scott had said Rivera 
was always skeptical. It made him a good cop. Anyway, 
Noah was telling the truth. He didn’t know how Kyle had first 
met Krause, but felt pretty sure it had been at the club. 


Rivera let it go. “Hopefully we’ll have some answers soon. 
We're getting the warrant on Krause’s place.” 
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“Not about his operation or about his boss. But perhaps he'll 
tell us about the argument with Mendez. If nothing else, it 
should be interesting to search his house.” 


Rivera turned back to the screen. “Anything else worth 
looking at?” The guard let the video continue to play, but 
they didn’t learn anything new. A casino security guard 
came out right after Krause stayed Rafael’s hand and 
watched to make sure they all left. 


“FII finish up the interviews with Johnson and then head 
back to the office.” Rivera stood. “Are you taking Noah 
back?” 


“Yes. Then lIl catch a ride home with one of the forensics 
guys when they wrap up this evening.” 


Noah didn’t say much most of the way back to Big Cypress. 

He knew Scott felt concerned about him. All he could do was 
keep repeating that he was all right, but the man just didn’t 

seem to believe him. Anyway, Noah was busy trying to think 
of the best way to ask Scott to take him to Miami. 


He knew it wouldn’t be easy, and he was right. They 
dropped the car off at the police station, and then Noah 
went with Scott back to his room and watched him throw his 
few belongings into a bag. 


“I wish you could stay one more night,” Noah said. 


Scott zipped his bag and then sat next to him on the bed, 
circling him with his arms. “So do I. But | need to get back. 
I’ve got work to do, and my ride is leaving soon.” 


Noah cleared his throat and looked at Scott hesitantly. 


“What is it?” Scott asked. “I have a feeling you’re about to 
say something you don’t think l'II like.” 


“I want to come with you. You could stay the night, and | 
could drive you back in the morning. | could stay with you 
for a few days.” Big Cypress Crossroads 
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“Baby, | would love to have you, but l'Il be working all day 
and probably late into the night. There wouldn’t be any time 
for us to be together. l'Il come back as soon as | can. Next 
weekend at the latest, | promise.” 


“That’s not what I’m talking about, and | think you know it. | 
want to come with you. | want to help.” 


Scott’s reaction was immediate and predictable. “No. It’s 
not your job. You know how dangerous these people are, 
and they know you. Christ, if Krause saw you and thought 
you were working for us—” 


“That’s exactly right,” Noah interrupted. “They know me, 
and more importantly, | know them. | Know where they hang 


out. | know their habits. You should let me help. | want these 
guys to pay for what they did. | want them where they can’t 
hurt any more young, stupid kids.” 


“How do you know so much about them? | thought you only 
went to see him for a few weekends.” 


“That’s how it was when he first moved. But...” Noah looked 
away. “I lived with Kyle in Miami for ten months.” 


“What?” Scott sounded shocked. “You didn’t tell me that.” 


“What difference does it make? He went there to go to 
school but kept cutting all his classes. | thought if | moved 
there, became his roommate, and enrolled at Miami Dade 
College, then he would go back to class. And it worked for a 
while. He did straighten up for the first semester | was 
there. We still partied on the weekends, but at least it 
wasn’t all week. | hated it—the traffic, the noise, his druggie 
friends—but as long as Kyle went to class, | put up with it.” 


“What happened?” 


“Krause happened.” Noah practically spat the name. “He fell 
in with Krause and his crowd. He was rich and good-looking 
and hung out at only the best clubs.” 


“Are you saying that Krause and Kyle had a relationship?” 88 
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“Maybe.” Noah was evasive. “I don’t know. Krause kept a lot 
of good-looking young men and women around him. 
Anyway, | couldn’t stand it after a while, so | came home. | 
tried to get Kyle to come back with me, but he wouldn’t.” 
Noah took Scott’s hand and said persuasively, “I can help. 
You should let me come with you.” Scott groaned. “You’re 


killing me here. You know how hard it is for me to say no to 
you. But the thought of you being around those guys gives 
me heart palpitations.” 


Noah frowned, trying to think of another argument, but 
Scott stopped him. 


“No. I’m sorry. | Know how much this means to you, but | 
can’t do my job if I’m always worried about you. Not to 
mention the very deep shit | could get into for involving a 
civilian without clearance. | promise l'II call if we need your 
help identifying anyone. We can send pictures to the police 
station. Your knowledge /s valuable. But you don’t need to 
be in Miami for me to take advantage of it.” Noah wanted to 
point out the undeniable fact that so far, there had been a 
lot more dead bodies in his own little area of southwest 
Florida than in Miami. But he knew it wouldn’t make any 
difference. He just said, “Okay. | won’t go with you.” 


“I’ve got to go.” Scott rose from the bed and flung his bag 
over his shoulder. 


“Come here.” 


Noah stood and let Scott pull him close. Scott took his 
mouth in a deep good-bye kiss. When they finally broke the 
kiss, Noah pressed his lips to Scott’s neck and breathed in 
his musky scent. He really didn’t want to risk his future with 
this man by not being honest with him. He also knew it was 
futile to say any more about the dreams—to tell him there 
was danger and that Noah had to be with him when that 
danger struck. 


Scott ran his fingers through Noah’s hair. “What’s the 
matter? l'Il call you tonight, and l'Il be back soon.” 


Noah shrugged, face still pressed against him. “You’re not 
the only one who worries.” 
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They walked out to the motel parking lot, where Scott’s ride 
waited. Scott waved good-bye to him through the window as 
the car pulled away. Noah waved back. Then he went home 

to pack. 
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The botanica was in a busy, slightly run-down area of Miami. 
Most of the shops had bars on the windows. Noah simply 
wasn’t used to that, and it made him a little nervous. He 
already felt very out of place in the predominantly Spanish- 
speaking community. 


The woman behind the counter was dark skinned and thin, 
with short hair and lovely dark eyes. Her yellow and white 
sundress matched the large sunflowers decorating her 
counter. He smiled at her tentatively. She gave him a polite 
nod and then returned her attention to the customer in front 
of her. 


The assortment of roughhewn dolls and manufactured 
plastic figurines quickly captured his attention. He walked 
down the narrow aisles, gazing at the colorful wall hangings 
and breathing in the scent of dried herbs. 


Noah saw no one else in the shop. He wandered to the back 
and looked through the small rack of books. They covered a 
variety of topics: Santeria, Catholicism, African and Latin 
American history. They were printed in English and in 
Spanish, a few small books, more like pamphlets, in a 
language he didn’t recognize. He puzzled over them, 
absorbed in the colorful illustrations of saints and other 
figures unfamiliar to him. 


The dark-eyed woman completed the transaction, and the 
man left. She came from behind the counter and 
approached Noah. “Can I help you find anything?” Her soft, 
quiet voice held the slight trace of an accent. 


“What language is this?” he asked curiously, holding out 
one of the small books. 
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“It is called Yoruba. It is the native language of the Nigerian 
people who were brought to Cuba and other Latin American 
countries as slaves in the seventeen hundreds.” 


He returned the book to its rack and then wandered to the 
pictures of the saints adorning the walls. “I recognize a few 
of these saints.” He pointed. “That’s St. 


Anthony, but that’s not what it says on the picture.” 


“It says Eleggua. When the Yoruba people were brought to 
Cuba, they brought their native religion with them. Their 
gods became identified with the various saints of the 
Catholic religion that they were forced to practice.” Feeling 
more comfortable now, Noah started to reach into his 
pocket to pull out the picture of George Mendez, planning to 


ask the nice woman if she had seen him, and who he might 
have been with. But a small clay figurine, similar to the one 
he had seen in George’s living room, caught his eye. He 
picked it up and ran his thumb over the cowrie shells used 
for eyes, mouth, and nose. 


“That also is Eleggua, represented in his native form.” She 
was still speaking, but Noah’s attention was focused on the 
little figure in his hand. It felt warm. 


Warmer than it should. He clutched it tighter, feeling a little 
dizzy. The woman’s voice became distant. 


He tried to say something, to ask his question, but the little 
Shell eyes of the doll were staring at him, demanding his 
attention. His hand tightened on the too-warm figure until 
he felt a sudden sharp pain as the edge of a shell bit into his 
hand, slicing it open. 


Gasping, he let the doll drop to the floor. The clay shattered. 
His blood dripped on to the fallen pieces. Unable to move, 
Noah stood transfixed by the sight of his blood shining 
bright red against the rough clay pieces of the broken doll. /t 
was staring at me. Oh my God. | really am crazy. Everyone is 
right. | really am... His heart thudded as a feeling of panic 
rose in his chest. 


Cool, gentle fingers circled his wrist, bringing him back to 
the present. He blinked and tried to smile at the woman who 
was asking him if he was all right. 
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“I’m okay.” He looked down at the doll. “I’m so sorry about 
that. l'Il pay for it, of course. | don’t know what happened.” 


“It is no problem.” She looked at him intently. “What is your 
name?” 


“Noah. I’m sorry.” He bent to pick up the pieces, but she 
stopped him. 


“And | am Ana Maria. Leave it, Noah. | will take care of it. 
Right now you must let me see to your cut.” 


“Are you sure?” He felt guilty leaving the pieces on the floor. 


“Come with me.” She drew him behind the counter and 
through a curtain closing off a small back room. He had 
thought that the shop was filled with interesting things, but 
it was nothing compared to the back room. Bundles of herbs 
hung from the ceiling above a long wooden worktable full of 
equipment. A mortar and pestle, bowls and tureens of all 
Shapes and sizes, and a variety of knives and other curious 
implements lay scattered across the table and occupied the 
shelves. 


Ana Maria opened a cabinet and took out bandages and a 
couple of small bottles. 


“Let me see.” She held his hand, examining the palm. “It is 
not too deep. | don’t think you will need stitches. This will 
sting for a moment.” She cleaned the cut with a pungent 
liquid from one of the bottles. He sucked in his breath at the 
burning sensation. After wiping off the excess liquid, Ana 
Maria spread an ointment from another of the bottles across 
the cut. The sting lessened, and Noah let out his breath in a 
sigh. 


She smiled at him. “Better?” she asked as she wound the 
bandage around his hand and taped it together. 


He smiled back and started to thank her but was interrupted 
by the ring of the shop door opening. 


“Rest here for a moment. l'Il be right back.” She left to see 
to her new customer. 
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Noah wandered around the workroom, running a thumb 
absently over the bandage. He was admiring some half- 
finished paintings in the back when he heard a man’s voice, 
the tone escalating as he responded to something Ana 
Maria was telling him in her quiet voice. 


Concerned about the shopkeeper, he moved back to stand 
behind the curtain, listening. 


The man was yelling now in Spanish. Noah couldn’t 
understand him, but he sounded very angry. 


Ana Maria kept repeating, “Lo siento, no es mi culpa.” She 
was apologizing for something. Noah recognized that much 
from his one year of high school Spanish. 


Despite her placating tone, the man’s voice rose as he 
became more adamant. 


Noah peered around the edge of the curtain. He didn’t want 
to interfere, but he didn’t like the threatening tone of the 
man’s voice. When he saw the man slam his hand down on 
the counter, Noah pushed the curtain aside to let him know 
there was someone else in the shop. He would call the cops 
if it seemed necessary. But he never had the chance. 


As soon as he stepped out from behind the curtain, a 
staccato burst of noise exploded into the shop. The front 
window shattered. He stood frozen in confusion for the 
instant it took him to realize it was gunfire. Shards of glass 
flew everywhere as the angry man was flung to the floor by 
a barrage of bullets, blood pouring from his back. 


Recovering from his moment of shock, Noah grabbed Ana 
Maria around the waist and pulled her to the floor. They 
crouched behind the counter, afraid to move across the few 
feet of open space to the back room. The gunfire continued 
as the shelves tilted and crashed to the floor. 


Ana Maria pressed her face into Noah’s shoulder, and they 
huddled together, both shaking and trying to make as small 
a target as possible. 


They heard yelling in both English and Spanish. The gunfire 
finally ceased, and what was left of the door crashed open. 
A voice called for the paramedics. 
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“Oh God—Noah!” Scott crouched next to him, his hands 
moving frantically over Noah’s arms, trying to see if he was 
injured. “Are you okay? Talk to me, baby. 


Are you hurt?” 


His throat still closed from terror, Noah found it impossible 
to make a sound in response. He couldn’t even seem to 
loosen his grip on the woman. A paramedic arrived and was 
talking to Ana Maria. She let go of him, and he was finally 
able to transfer his death grip from her to Scott, flinging his 


arms around the man’s neck and burying his face against 
the solid comfort of his shoulder. 


Scott pushed the hair away from his eyes, trying to look at 
his face. Noah let out a deep, shuddering breath, feeling 
calmer now that he had Scott’s arms around him, and 
managed to mumble, “I’m not hurt.” 


With a sudden, forceful move, Scott hauled him to his feet 
and shoved him against the wall. “What the he// are you 
doing here?” His voice was hard and angry, his grip on 
Noah’s arms a little too tight. “You said you wouldn’t come.” 


“I said | wouldn’t come with you.” Noah reacted, his voice 
rising as resentment at being told where he could and 
couldn’t go washed away the remnants of fear. 


“That’s as good as a lie, and you know it.” 


Noah was about to snap back something along the lines of 
you ain’t the boss of me when he looked into Scott’s frantic 
eyes and saw there not anger but fear. Fear for him. His 
furious retort died on his lips, and he forced himself to relax 
in Scott’s grip as he realized the man needed to touch him— 
to reassure himself that Noah was in one piece. 


Noah held Scott’s gaze and repeated in a gentle voice, 
“Scott. Look at me. I’m fine.” 


“Jesus,” Scott mumbled. His grip relaxed a little, but he 
didn’t let go. “You scared me.” 


“I know. I’m sorry.” 
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Scott handed him over to the paramedic. “They need to look 
you over, even if you don’t think you’re hurt. What’s this?” 
He touched Noah’s bandaged hand. 


“It’s nothing. | cut my hand earlier in the shop. Ana Maria 
was bandaging it for me in the back room when the man 
came in. Who was he?” 


“A lead. A drug dealer who hung out with the men you found 
in the swamp. 


We were following him.” 


Noah started to ask another question, but the paramedic 
took his arm to lead him to the truck. 


“Go with him, Noah. We'll talk after he checks you out. | still 
want to know how you ended up here at the same time as 
the dealer we were following.” Noah joined Ana Maria in the 
back of the paramedic’s truck. As they took his blood 
pressure, he asked her, “Are you all right?” 


“Not really,” she answered in a voice that shook only 
slightly. Her eyes were still wide and her skin ashen under 
the dark tone. “But | will be.” 


“I’m so sorry about your shop,” Noah said. “I will help you 
clean it up if you like.” 


That earned him a tentative smile. “Perhaps | will take you 
up on that. 


Insurance will pay, but it will still be a lot of work.” Noah 
didn’t want to look too closely through the shattered glass 
window into the blood-spattered shop where Scott, Rivera, 
and a petite woman with iron gray streaking her short 
blonde hair now inspected the dead man. 


He noticed Ana Maria also trying to avoid looking in that 
direction. She pulled her blanket closer around her 
shoulders, as if chilled despite the warmth of the late- 
afternoon sun. 


“Who was he?” Noah asked her. 


“A man who came to me asking for a favor a couple of 
weeks ago. | could not help him, but he would not take no 
for an answer.” 


“What kind of favor?” 
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She hesitated. “He was not a good man. He had done some 
bad things and wanted me to ask my santero—my priest— 
about performing a cleansing ritual. The ritual can remove 
the burden of past misdeeds and help a person think clearly 
about the right path to follow.” 


“You asked your santero?” 


“I asked, but he refused. He said the man was too evil, and 
he wanted nothing to do with him.” 


“What about this man? Do you know him?” Noah pulled the 
picture from his pocket. “His name is George Mendez. He’s 
been in your shop. That’s why | came in—to see if you knew 
him.” 


She frowned at him. “You are not a policeman.” 


“No.” Noah put the picture back in his pocket. “I grew up 
with George, although he was no friend of mine. But | found 


his body. He was murdered. I’m just trying to figure out what 
is going on.” 


“He was a customer. | heard that he was dead. And some 
other men too, in the swamp. Men from Miami, but 
murdered on the other coast.” 


“Yes. | found them too.” 


“Did you?” She stared at him thoughtfully. “I also heard that 
there were talismans found on the bodies. Is this true?” 


“Yes. They looked a little like some of the ones | saw in your 
shop.” 


“The representations of Eleggua?” She sounded more upset 
at that than at the destruction of her shop. 


“That’s what the police said.” Too late, Noah wondered if 
that was information he wasn’t supposed to give out. Well, 
no one had told him so. And it seemed important to win Ana 
Maria’s cooperation. 


Scott came over to speak to them. “I’m so sorry about your 
shop, ma’am. | hope you’re not hurt.” 
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“lam okay.” A spark of anger lit her eyes as she looked at 
the shattered storefront. “That man was a drug dealer, and | 
did not want him in my shop. But I also did not wish him 
dead. Do you know who did this terrible thing?” 


“We're trying to find out. | Know you want to stay here and 
take care of things, but we would like you to come to the 


station and answer a few questions.” 


“ĮI will tell you what I know. It isn’t much. But there is 
someone who might be able to help—my santero.” She 
smiled at Noah. “He does not often meet with those not 
initiated into our ways, but he will be interested in seeing 
you, Noah. You are more open to the spirits than most 
Anglos.” 


Scott shook his head. “I will meet with him. Noah doesn’t 
need to go.” 


“He will be in no danger. My santero will not be happy that | 
want to bring a policeman to meet him, but I have a feeling 
that you will not allow Noah to go alone. 


So you must both come, or neither.” 


“We will both be honored to meet him,” Noah said politely. 
“Do you really think he will want to help us?” 


“If he feels comfortable with you, he will. We are not 
involved with the drugs, but the violence is reaching out 
now beyond the drug gangs. We will help stop it if we can. 
But only if we can be sure our ways are respected and our 
santero feels he can trust you.” 


Scott was forced to agree. Ana Maria left with a female 
police officer who gave her a ride to the station. 


Rivera approached with the blonde woman. Her sharp blue 
eyes looked Noah up and down. Scott spoke to her. 
“Lieutenant Hanahan, this is Noah Taylor, the Everglades 
tour guide who found the bodies in the swamp.” 


“And the dead drug dealer on the houseboat, as | 
understand it.” Her voice was as sharp as her eyes. “Quite a 


coincidence, Mr. Taylor.” She looked at her two detectives as 
if blaming them for the fact that Noah kept showing up in all 
the wrong places. “l'Il take his statement myself when he 
gets to the station. | want him there as soon as the medics 
clear him.” 
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She turned on her heel and left. Rivera looked at Noah. “l 
don’t know what you’re up to, but you’d better be straight 
with the lieutenant. She’s been doing this a long time.” 


“I’ve got nothing to hide,” Noah answered stiffly. “These are 
the guys who killed Kyle. | want to help bring them in.” He 
gave them his best are you guys idiots? look. “It’s really not 
that complicated.” 


“We'll take you to the station. l'Il have a uniform drive your 
truck back. You can leave it in the station lot until you need 
it.” Rivera held out his hand for the keys. Noah handed 
them over. Did they think he was going to run? That was the 
last thing he wanted to do. 


At the station, Noah found that Hanahan was indeed a tough 
interrogator, but he was very forthcoming. He told her about 
Kyle, about wanting to seek justice for his friend, and that 
he had found the name of the botanica at Mendez’s house. 
It really was very straightforward—just the nagging bit of 
guilt to deal with—guilt stemming from essentially lying to 
Scott about his intentions. He even told her about that, in an 
attempt to make sure Scott didn’t get into trouble for 
involving him. 


When he finished, she closed her notebook and sighed. “l 
understand your motivation for being here. But Chandler 


and Rivera are very good at what they do. 


You should have a little faith in them. Let them do their 
jobs.” Scott waited for him in the hall. “Tomorrow night,” he 
said as they walked out to his car. “Ana Maria said we can 
meet with her santero then. There will be a ceremony fora 
man who might have some information for us. She'll call me 
with the details after she talks to him.” He stopped and put 
his hand on Noah’s arm, swinging him around. “After that, 
you're going home, understand?” Noah withdrew his arm 
and turned away. 


“Noah...” Scott sounded angry and frustrated. 


Noah stopped and looked at him calmly. “I’m not going to 
tell you l'Il go home when I don’t know what will happen 
tomorrow. Let’s wait and see.” Big Cypress Crossroads 
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They drove to Scott’s apartment in silence. Scott gripped 
the wheel until his knuckles showed white. His face seemed 
carved out of stone. Noah regretted making the man so 
upset. Their relationship was new and fragile, and he hated 
taking the risk that their bond might not survive this 
situation. 


But he’d made a promise a long time ago, and he had no 
choice but to keep that promise. He’d sworn it in his heart 
as the first clump of dirt had hit the casket. 


He’d looked at that coffin and told Kyle silently that they 
wouldn’t get away with it. 


An opportunity would eventually present itself, and then 
he’d make sure Krause and the rest of them paid for what 
they’d done. Sometimes, when he closed his eyes, he could 


still smell the newly turned dirt and hear the distinctive 
resounding thud that could be made only by a shovelful of 
dirt striking a coffin. 


He couldn’t let this one chance slip away. 


* OK OK 


Noah looked around as they pulled in to the parking lot of 
the nondescript white stucco apartment building. It seemed 
to be only a couple of blocks from the beach. He could smell 
the sea air and feel a faint cooling breeze. 


They climbed the steps to Scott’s second-floor apartment. 
As soon as they were inside, Scott grabbed Noah’s arms and 
shoved him against the wall as he slammed the door shut. 


Noah gasped in surprise. “Scott...what...?” 


Scott took his mouth in a fast, hard kiss and then pressed 
his cheek against Noah’s hair. Noah could feel some of the 
tension leave the big man’s body as his breath calmed and 
his grip loosened, although he didn’t let go. 


“I was so scared,” Scott whispered. “I knew you were in the 
shop even before the shooting started. | saw your truck. | 
couldn’t go in. It would have blown the surveillance. But | 
never expected that attack, or | would have gotten you out 
right away.” 
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Scott pressed his face into Noah’s neck. Noah felt his rapid, 
warm breath against his skin and the slight trembling in the 


man’s hands as they moved from his arms to slip around his 
back, surrounding him completely and pulling him close. 


Noah relaxed into the embrace. 


Scott’s voice shook. “I should have done it anyway. | should 
have pulled you out as soon as | saw your truck.” 


“No. | chose to be there.” Noah said it firmly. “It’s not your 
responsibility.” 


“It is.” Scott started to get angry again, apparently more at 
himself than at Noah. 


Noah stopped himself from saying anything more. What 
Scott needed right now was simple reassurance that 
everything was all right, not an argument. And touching 
Noah seemed to help with that—seemed to calm him, as if 
he needed that touch to assure himself that Noah was not 
hurt. 


Noah returned the embrace and then slid his fingers into the 
man’s hair, tugging his head up so he could catch Scott’s 
mouth with his for a thorough kiss. He tried to make it deep 
and relaxed, but Scott returned the kiss fiercely, not yet 
willing to release the tension. He tightened his hold on Noah 
and then pulled him to the bedroom. Noah felt a sense of 
urgency in his movements—a building need. 


Scott pulled hastily at Noah’s clothes—had him naked and 
on his back on the bed with a speed that left Noah 
breathless. Scott had his own clothes off and was stretched 
out full-length on top of the younger man, pressing tightly 
as he ground his hips against him urgently. Noah tried to 
catch his breath as the weight of the man pressed him into 
the bed. Scott bit his neck lightly, drawing a low moan from 
Noah as they both rapidly grew harder. 


Scott lifted himself off a little, and Noah felt him run his 
hands over his skin, stroking his chest and working his way 
down his stomach. “You're sure you’re not hurt?” Scott 
murmured. 


Noah smiled. The man actually seemed to be inspecting 
him. His smile faded as he saw the very real concern still on 
Scott’s face. 
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He reached out and ran a hand gently through Scott’s sandy 
hair. Then he let his eyes drift closed, his tension seeping 
away as the man’s calming hands moved in long, gentle 
strokes over his skin, bringing with them the memory of the 
little island beach and the smell of coconut suntan lotion. 


Scott worked his way back up to Noah’s arms and then 
gripped his wrists and stretched them above his head to 
hold them there. Noah opened his eyes, his heart beating 
fast in response to the unexpected feeling of being pinned. 
Scott nuzzled Noah’s neck and stretched out on him again, 
his legs pressing against Noah’s so that Noah felt he could 
not move in that tight embrace. His breath came faster, and 
he squirmed. His movements became more urgent as their 
hard cocks ground together. His hips were the only part of 
him he could move freely. And his mouth. 


He turned, urging Scott to raise his head so he could catch 
his lips in a hard kiss. 


Noah writhed against him, moaning into his mouth and 
feeling incredibly aroused. 


Scott returned the kiss, his mouth pressing so hard that 
Noah felt his lips would be bruised and swollen. 


Scott seemed to need the full contact—more than that, 
Noah realized, he needed the control. He needed to know 
that Noah was there, secure and unharmed. 


To feel that Noah was safe and under his protection. It was a 
response to the terror and helplessness the man had felt at 
being unable to protect him—at almost losing him. 


Scott thrust urgently against him, and Noah instinctively 
tried to move his legs again, tried to pull them up to wrap 
around Scott’s waist, but he couldn’t move. 


Scott must have felt the struggle because he loosened his 
grip and then slipped off to move back and kneel between 
Noah’s legs with his head down. His hands lingered on 
Noah’s thighs, stroking them, but Noah could see a flush 
under Scott’s skin, and he didn’t seem to want to meet 
Noah’s eyes. 


“Scott.” Noah leaned up on one elbow and touched Scott’s 
face lightly. “Look at me. It’s okay.” Scott looked up 
hesitantly. Noah smiled at him and then lay back again. “l 
know what you need,” he murmured in a low voice. 
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Scott stared at him, tensing again as he unconsciously 
tightened his grip on Noah’s thighs. 


Noah slowly straightened his arms above his head, 
stretching out flat on his back with his fingers almost 
reaching the bottom of the slatted headboard. Still staring 


calmly into Scott’s eyes, he repeated, “I know what you 
need,” as he deliberately crossed his wrists above his head. 


Scott froze, the flush under his skin darkening as his eyes 
widened. After a moment, he managed to gasp, “Are you... 
are you sure?” Noah smiled at him again and then looked 
down at himself. “What do you think?” He was hard as steel, 
his cock reddened and burning with desire as precum leaked 
in an almost steady stream from the swollen head. 


Scott’s eyes got even wider. “Oh,” he said faintly. And then, 
“Oh,” in a much louder tone as he seemed to realize that 
Noah really meant what Scott thought he meant. 
Galvanized, he jumped off the bed and rushed to the closet. 
Despite his arousal, Noah had to fight the urge to laugh at 
the man’s eagerness. Scott didn’t even seem to notice that 
his weak leg came close to buckling under him in his haste. 


Rummaging around, Scott came back to the bed carrying 
several solid black silk ties. Noah raised his eyebrows. 
“Court appearances,” Scott explained absently, somewhat 
preoccupied, “and funerals.” 


He knelt between Noah’s thighs again, urging them apart 
with his knees so he could bend forward to reach Noah’s 
wrists. His cock brushed Noah’s shaft as he leaned forward, 
sending a jolt of heat right through Noah’s balls. 


After taking Noah’s wrists in his hands, he kissed the tender 
insides. Noah felt a shiver go straight down his spine as he 
responded to the man’s tenderness. Scott took one end of a 
black silk band and wrapped it around both wrists, binding 
them together. He took the other end and fastened it to the 
headboard. Then he leaned forward and whispered into 
Noah’s ear, “You'll tell me if it becomes uncomfortable? 


If you want me to untie you, all you have to do is say so.” 
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Noah turned his head and caught Scott’s mouth with his, 
drawing him in for a quick, fierce kiss. “I know that.” He 
nodded at him to get on with it. 


As the man sat back between his legs, Noah gave a light tug 
on the binding. It was not too tight, but firm, not allowing a 
lot of give. He twisted his wrists, testing it. 


Scott stroked his hands down Noah’s legs, ending at the 
right ankle. He bent to kiss the top of the foot and then 
slipped one end of another silk tie around the ankle, tying it 
and then fastening the other end to the bed frame toward 


the middle, so that Noah’s leg was pulled up and apart. He 
moved to the other ankle. 


When he had finished, Noah’s legs were spread wide and 
held up slightly by the ties, but not too high, not 
uncomfortable at all, just...open. Very open. 


Running his hands admiringly over his handiwork, Scott 
examined the black silken bands as they wrapped Noah’s 
ankles. The shining black contrasted with the smooth, lightly 
tanned skin. There was an expression almost of worship on 
his face. 


“You're so beautiful,” Scott breathed. “I’ve never seen 
anything so beautiful.” Noah’s breath came faster as Scott’s 
obvious admiration increased his own arousal to a level he 
hadn’t thought possible without actually reaching the peak. 
He had never felt so desired. 


Or so exposed. With his legs spread and lifted, nothing at all 
was left to the imagination. He looked away, feeling a little 
self-conscious, and tugged lightly at the tie around his 
wrists. The slight embarrassment helped to cool his ardor, 
bringing him back from the brink the tiniest bit. Maybe he 
would be able to last a little longer after all. 


Scott leaned forward and slid his arms around Noah’s torso, 
all the way around his back so that Noah’s middle arched 
Slightly off the bed, with his head thrown back and his neck 
exposed. Scott pressed his cheek against Noah’s chest with 
his ear positioned to rest right on top of his racing heart. He 
seemed to be listening to Noah’s heartbeat. Noah felt him 
grow still, felt the rapid, warm breath against his chest 
steadily calming as Scott was finally able to let go of his fear 
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unjustified guilt—finally able to feel in control once more. 
They rested, quietly listening to the sounds of breathing. 
The tension and fear created by their encounter with 
violence slowly drained away. 


With a loud sigh, Scott sat back to kneel again between 
Noah’s legs. He grinned for the first time all day. The little 
lines of tension around his mouth had relaxed. “What’s the 
matter?” he asked teasingly. “Feeling a little exposed?” He 
licked a finger and ran it lightly down Noah’s open crease. 
Noah trembled at the touch and looked away. “You don’t 
have anything to be embarrassed about, baby.” Scott 
continued to play with his opening, rubbing it lightly, but not 
penetrating. “Your pretty pink hole is just waiting for me.” 
Scott stroked him again, then played with Noah’s balls until 
Noah forgot his temporary embarrassment and was 
straining against the ties around his legs, trying to thrust 
but unable to gain any leverage. Noah groaned in 
frustration, which only served to widen Scott’s grin. 


It was right about then that Noah realized his mistake. He 
had no concerns that Scott would ever hurt him—knew that 
all he had to do was ask and Scott would immediately 
release him. No, what he not taken into account was the 
man’s playful nature in bed—how much he enjoyed making 
Noah squirm and beg for relief. A sudden sense of 
trepidation emerged to mix with the anticipation already 
giving him that fluttery feeling deep within his lower belly. 


But he didn’t ask to be untied. 


“Such a pretty hole,” Scott said again. He leaned forward 
and ran his tongue over Noah’s sac, then licked the smooth 
Strip of skin between balls and hole. Finally he reached the 
opening, already stretched by the widely spread legs. He 
ran his tongue around the entrance, suckled gently at the 


rim, and then added more suction in response to Noah’s cry 
of astonishment and pleasure. Dazed, Noah looked down at 
Scott as the man thrust his tongue deeply into the opening. 
He felt the wet, warm penetration with such an intense 
pleasure that his head dropped back helplessly. 


He could do nothing but become completely absorbed by 
the overwhelming feeling. 


” 


“Scotty,” he groaned. “Oh...|...I’m... 
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Scott backed off a little. “Hmmm... No, can’t have that. Not 
yet.” He reached for the base of Noah’s dripping cock, 
pinched it briefly but tightly with two fingers, then gave it a 
Sharp flick. Noah cried out in surprise and then cried out 
again as Scott bit the inside of his right thigh just enough to 
deliver a sharp pinch, then did the same to his inner left 
thigh. It was the unexpectedness of it more than anything 
else that brought him back a little from the edge this second 
time. 


Noah panted as he tugged at his bindings, his hips 
squirming as he tried to gain leverage to thrust. Moving up 
to his kneeling position again between Noah’s legs, Scott 
reached for the lube, then caught Noah’s eyes as he slowly 
lubed his own cock in long, light strokes. Noah stopped 
squirming and simply stared at that swollen and reddened 
shaft as Scott got himself ready. 


“Scott.” Noah swallowed. “I want...!| want...” 


“What do you want?” Scott asked innocently. 


“Damn it. | want you to fuck me. Do it hard, now!” Scott 
grinned at him, waiting. Groaning, Noah rolled his eyes and 
added, “Please.” Scott placed his hands on the insides of 
Noah’s thighs to brace himself—right about the same place 
where the bite marks were going to leave a faint bruise. 


Moving in short, shallow bursts, Scott slid in partially and 
then withdrew, smiling as the teasing made Noah curse him 
in frustration. But the pace soon quickened. 


The flush under the man’s skin said he wasn’t going to last 
much longer either, Noah thought with some satisfaction. 


Scott finally slid in deep and then held still. Noah felt full, 
getting the deep penetration and the solid connection he’d 
been begging for. He whimpered, and Scott leaned forward 
to cover Noah’s mouth with his as he began slow, steady 
thrusts, his ass flexing as he plunged deep and hard and his 
arms holding Noah tightly to brace them. Noah gripped the 
tie and pulled on it to help hold them steady in the bed. 


Scott shifted until he found Noah’s prostate and then started 
slamming home in earnest, knocking the breath out of Noah 
with every hard thrust. Noah’s head 106 
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arched back as he gasped for air, feeling the shock course 
through him each time Scott thrust against his gland, the 
electric feeling going straight to his cock every time. His 
orgasm built from the very root and slowly burst out of him 
with a burning intensity that came in wave after wave. He 
cried out and then felt the answering flood of wet heat filling 
him deep inside while Scott stilled and moaned Noah's 
name, repeating it over and over in a low, shaky voice. 


Gradually, Noah’s body relaxed. His legs felt completely 
limp. The ties still held his legs apart, but with no resistance. 
His limbs may as well have been made of rubber. Scott lay 
next to him, panting as he tried to recuperate. 


“Jesus Christ,” Scott muttered. “That was...that was...” 


“Uh-huh,” Noah agreed, unable to even form a complete 
word yet. 


Scott moved to untie Noah’s wrists, unwrapping the black 
band and then gently massaging the skin as he kissed it 
lightly. Then he moved down to do the same for Noah’s 
ankles. 


After tossing the ties to the floor, he stretched out next to 
Noah again, pulling him into his strong arms. His little kisses 
on Noah’s face and neck felt wonderful, but Noah could 
hardly keep his eyes open. 


“Okay, babe?” Scott whispered. “Your wrists don’t hurt?” 
Fighting the leaden weights that threatened to push his 
eyelids completely shut, Noah sighed. The man sure needed 
a lot of reassurance. He reached out and stroked Scott’s 
face. “I’m fine.” 


Scott gathered him close again. “Noah?” 
“Hmm?” 
“I think I’m falling for you. | know we've just met, but...” 


“That’s how it works. You meet someone. You fall in love. 
Then you get to know them.” Noah shrugged. “That’s what 
Mama says anyway.” 


“Really? Well, she seems like a smart lady.” 
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“It has to be that way,” Noah explained earnestly. “Nobody’s 
perfect. If falling in love didn’t come first, no one would ever 
get together. The love is what gives you the patience to 
overlook each other’s flaws.” 


“Is that right? | don’t think I’ve heard it described quite that 
way before.” Scott sounded like he was trying to not to 
laugh. Noah didn’t care. Love worked the way it worked, and 
it didn’t matter what Scott thought of Mama’s theories. The 
man still felt it—felt the love, deep down, where it counted. 


Scott shifted and cleared his throat. He seemed to have a 
hard time getting the words out. “Anyway, what I’m trying to 
say is that I’m not really some kind of control freak. It’s just 
—” He cleared his throat again. “I guess | do love you. | 
think that’s why | sort of lost it when you were in so much 
danger. The thought of anything happening to you scared 
me so much. Because | love you so much.” Noah smiled at 
him with indulgent fondness. Scott grimaced a little. “l 
guess you know that already, don’t you?” 


“"Course | do. | love you too. | have since even before we 
met, when you were still a dream.” He didn’t give a thought 
to how that statement might sound to Scott. 


“And how could | ever think you were a control freak after 
the way you gave yourself to me in the trailer the other 
night?” Having settled that to what he thought was 
everyone's Satisfaction, Noah let his eyes drift shut again. 


Scott stroked his hair for another minute. Then he said, “Are 
you sure?” His voice had a hesitancy to it that forced Noah 
to fight the sleep trying to claim him. 


“Because sometimes | feel like Kyle is still here. Like there is 
a place in your heart that belongs only to him, and there 
might not be any room for me...” That woke him up. He 
reached for Scott, brushing fingers across the man’s full, 
sculpted lips—those lips that could do such amazing things 
to his body. “That place was empty for a long time before | 
met you. Kyle and | were still lovers when | went to stay with 
him in Miami, but it didn’t last. | couldn’t stand to see what 
he was doing to himself. He became someone else— 
someone | didn’t know anymore. 
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But he was still my friend. | still cared about him, and | 
stayed as long as | could, trying to get him to come home.” 


Scott seemed to relax at that. Noah closed his eyes again. 
He patted Scott’s cheek sleepily. “Don’t worry. It will all be 
over soon.” 


“What do you mean?” 


Noah turned over, pushing his face into the pillow as he 
mumbled, “Then my dad will be able to put that picture of 
Kyle away in the drawer, just like he’s been wanting to all 
these years.” 


“Noah? Honey? What do you mean?” 


But Noah was fading fast and barely heard the puzzlement 
in Scott’s voice as he slipped into a deep, peaceful sleep. 
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Chapter Eight 


They arrived at the small house in Coconut Grove at dusk. 
The colorful pink of bougainvillea paled in the fading light, 
and the peeling tan stucco walls were painted with shadow. 
Noah climbed the front steps. The solid presence of Scott 
following on his heels helped him disregard the uneasiness 
engendered by the creeping vines and the silent gloom of 
the covered entryway. 


Ana Maria met them at the front door. A long golden dress 
appeared to glow against her dark skin. Elaborate strands of 
white and yellow beads draped her neck. “The santero is 
waiting for you. He does not speak English very well, so | 
will translate. He will see you for a few moments before the 
ceremony begins.” Her eyes were shining with excitement 
although her face remained calm. “It is an honor for him to 
talk with outsiders, especially as he readies himself for the 
limpia, the cleansing ceremony.” 


“We appreciate it,” Scott said. 


“It is a reflection of the urgency of the situation. We feel 
strongly that there will be more blood spilled—innocent 
blood—if this violence is not stopped.” She invited them into 
the small living room. Noah saw a small crowd through the 
open sliding glass door that led from the living room to the 
back of the house. 


Men, women, and children in colorful dress moved with 
purpose as they carried food from the kitchen to the 
backyard, preparing for the ceremony and the feast to 
follow. Many wore beaded necklaces in a riot of colors, 
ranging from simple single strands to elaborate loops. 


“These are the relatives and friends of the man who is 
receiving the ritual.” Ana Maria led them through the room 
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stares and whispered comments in Spanish, to a back room 
that appeared to serve as an Office. 


Noah looked around, a little wide-eyed. Shelves crowded the 
walls. Soup tureens and bowls of all sizes held a variety of 
unidentified instruments. Noah wasn’t sure he wanted to 
know what some of them were used for. Beads of red and 
white—colors he had come to associate with Eleggua— 
decorated the handles of some of the implements. Cowrie 
Shells formed the eyes and mouths of scattered figurines. 


An older man, dressed in white, waited behind the desk. He 
stood and greeted them, coming around the desk to shake 
Scott’s hand. In a sudden move that made Noah jump a 
little, the santero reached for Noah’s hand. He held it in 
both of his as he turned it over to examine the long, shallow 
cut made by the figurine in Ana Maria’s shop. Noah shifted 
nervously under the close scrutiny but did not pull away. 


The man looked up to catch and hold Noah’s gaze. As Noah 
stared back into the man’s dark eyes, he felt a little dizzy for 
a moment. The feeling was similar to the light-nheadedness 
he had experienced while holding the figure of Eleggua the 
previous day. 


Finally he released Noah’s hand and stood back. He spoke to 
Ana Maria. She translated. “He says that the man who is 
receiving the cleansing ceremony tonight may be helpful to 
you. The man may have information that could save lives 
and end this senseless drug war.” 


“Will the man speak to us?” Scott asked. 


“His name is Raul. He will talk to you if the santero asks him 
to cooperate. But he will only ask him if you promise not to 
arrest this man, no matter what he tells you. You must not 
ask his last name. You must not use anything he says 
against him or his family. Do you agree?” 


Noah could see that Scott didn’t like those conditions. But 
after a pause, Scott answered, “I agree. Short of murder. If 
he has killed anyone, | cannot agree.” Big Cypress 
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Ana Maria spoke to the priest, who answered her in a brief 
sentence. She said, 


“Raul has not murdered. If he had, he would not be 
receiving the limpia.” Noah spoke up for the first time. “Is 
that why he can have the ceremony, but you refused the 
man who was killed in your shop? Because that man had 
murdered someone?” 


“Yas,” 
Scott raised his eyebrows. 


She shook her head. “I am sorry that we don’t know the 
details to give to the police. We only heard a few rumors. 
That man was not well known to us. But Raul and his family 
were initiated by the santero and have been practicing for 
many years. Raul is not an evil man. He is simply weak and 
easily led astray by promises of wealth and drugs. We hope 
that the cleansing will set him on a new path.” A young man 
dressed in white came to the door of the office and spoke, 
gesturing toward the backyard. He looked at them curiously 
but did not speak to them. 


Ana Maria said, “We are ready to begin.” She hesitated, 
looking at the santero. 


“It is not usually allowed for those who have not been 
initiated to witness a ceremony.” She spoke to him in 
Spanish. He replied and she nodded. “He says you may 
stay, so that you may talk to Raul afterwards. When he has 
been cleansed and strengthened against the influence of 
evil spirits, he will be more willing to cooperate. But there 
are conditions. You must stay in the back. | will stay with 
you. 


You must not speak until the ceremony is complete.” 
“We understand,” Scott said. 


The santero looked at Noah again as he spoke to Ana Maria. 
She translated. 


“He wishes to warn you that sometimes during such 
ceremonies those who are sensitive can feel the presence of 
the orishas and even be possessed.” Noah stared at her in 
apprehension while Scott struggled without success to hide 
his incredulity. She seemed amused at their reactions. “You 
do not need to believe. The spirits will do what they will. | 
only want you to be prepared in case 112 
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you feel odd. | want you to know that there is no need to be 
frightened. No harm will come to you.” 


Noah glanced almost involuntarily at the wound on his hand. 


“It was not intended,” she said. “The cut happened because 
you were startled at feeling the presence of the orisha and 
clenched your fist. That is why we warn you now, so that 


you will not react and injure yourself. Relax and know that 
all will be well.” 


They moved out into the backyard but stayed near the door 
leading into the house. Ana Maria stood with them. 


Quiet now, the small crowd gathered around a young man 
dressed in white sitting in the yard on a wooden stool. A 
large clay vessel lay on the grass at his feet. 


The man shifted frequently as he looked around in apparent 
nervousness. 


Now that the people had fallen silent, Noah could hear a 
bird squawk and complain. He followed the sound to the 
man who had come into the office to summon the santero. 
The man held a struggling rooster tightly by its feet. 


The high priest stood near a table filled with flowers and 
candles glowing in the dusk. He began chanting. From his 
position by the door, Noah couldn’t quite make out what he 
was doing. He strained to see around the men who blocked 
his view. 


Ana Maria spoke in a low voice. “He makes an offering of 
coconut and other foods and flowers to the orisha so that he 
may receive the ashé—the power and spirit of the god. Only 
in this way will he be allowed to perform the sacrifice 
effectively.” 


“Sacrifice,” Noah repeated. He considered going back inside 
the house to wait for the ceremony to finish. He had never 
even liked hunting, and the thought of a helpless animal 
being killed in front of him made him uneasy. He had seen 
enough death in the Everglades to be able to deal with it. 
That didn’t mean he enjoyed it. 
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He looked over at Scott. The man’s face appeared to be 
made of stone. A disinterested observer. No doubt the only 
thing going through the detective’s mind was a wish for 
them to get on with it so he could ask his questions. 


Again, Ana Maria seemed to know his thoughts. “The 
sacrifices are not performed often, and never with a light 
heart. But sometimes it is the will of the orishas and must 
be done. When the sacrifice is required, the animals are 
usually eaten in the feast afterward, so there will be no 
waste. But during a cleansing, the blood absorbs the evil. 
The animal cannot be eaten, or harm will come to those who 
partake.” 


She fell silent. The sounds of chanting and the talk of 
sacrifice brought back Noah’s dream of the blond man, 
frightened and bound on a makeshift altar. He saw again the 
gleam of the knife and the black shine of blood in the 
moonlight. The heavy rhythm of the music from his dream 
pounded in his head until it mingled with the chanting of the 
santero. Not wanting to see the blood of the rooster spurting 
into the clay vessel, he closed his eyes as the priest held 
high a small ax with a handle decorated in red and black 
beads. 


The rhythm in his head grew stronger, drowning out all 
other sounds. He felt the music throbbing in his chest as the 
pulse of his heart changed to match the beat. Overwhelmed 
by the pulsating beat, his mind became lost in the darkness 
and the rhythm and the remembered firelight. 


The final scream of the rooster penetrated even the 
booming noise in his head and brought him back to the 


present with a shock that vibrated right through his chest. 
Like a drowning man coming up for air, Noah drew breath in 
a sudden, deep gasp. The music vanished, and he opened 
his eyes to find Scott gripping his arm. No longer stone- 
faced, the detective appeared alarmed as he called Noah’s 
name. 


Noah blinked and smiled at him. “Just a little light-headed. 
From the sacrifice, | think. | don’t really like to watch that.” 
He deliberately did not look in the direction of the rooster. 


114 
Bren Christopher 


Scott looked at him closely, then relaxed, letting go of his 
arm. “You look pale.” He turned to Ana Maria. “Is there 
somewhere he can sit down for a minute?” 


“Let’s go back to the office. Raul will speak with you there 
when he has completed the ritual and has a final word with 
the santero.” She led them back to the office and then 
brought them water. She spoke to Noah as she handed him 
a glass. “I told you that you did not need to be frightened. 


But the presence of the orisha is a powerful force to those 
who are sensitive. Will you tell me what you felt?” 


“| get a little queasy around blood. That’s all.” It wasn’t a 
complete lie. Maybe a bit of an exaggeration. But he 
couldn’t think of anything better to say. She knew it. So did 
Scott. They had identically skeptical looks on their faces. 


It was almost funny. 


Noah sighed, looking away. No doubt Scott’s disbelief was 
due to his memory of Noah finding a couple of coroses—one 


seriously decomposed and one lying in a pool of blood—and 
managing just fine. Probably it was the dream, mixed in with 
the chanting and the ritual. He didn’t know how to explain 
the strange feeling that had overcome him. He only knew he 
didn’t want to go into it in front of Scott. The man already 
thought he was borderline nuts. 


Fortunately, the arrival of Raul saved him from further 
interrogation. The man looked much calmer than before the 
ceremony. He settled into the leather chair near the desk, 
his hands resting in his lap and a relaxed look in his eyes. 


In a low, quiet voice, he began. “You are investigating the 
murders in the Everglades.” He leaned forward, his face 
earnest and his eyes intent. “There is a war going on. | don’t 
know what started it, but it is out of control.” He looked at 
Ana Maria. “I am truly sorry about your shop. You could have 
been killed. Your customers who are not involved in 
anything bad could have been killed. Even before that, | 
decided | no longer wanted to work for the dealers.” He 
looked at Scott again. “But you don’t walk away from them. 

| am not married. | have no children. My parents will go stay 
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will be gone soon also. You will not try to stop me.” He 
waited, his chin tilted a little and a challenge in his dark 
eyes. A test to see if they would take his information and 
keep their word not to take him to the station. If they did not 
agree, it seemed likely there would be little more 
information forthcoming. Noah gave Scott a quick look. The 
detective nodded reluctantly. 


Raul continued. “There are others who are not as fortunate. 
There are threats against their families. | am not important. | 


am only a little fish. | carried and sold a little. | hope they 
will not even notice | am gone.” 


“Who are ‘they’?” Scott asked. “Who did you work for?” 


“A man named Krause. He runs a nightclub in South Beach 
called Beach Boyz. 


| went there sometimes to get the product from him or from 
his man Rafael.” 


“And who does Krause work for?” 


Raul shifted uneasily. His nervousness appeared to be 
returning. “I hear of a man named Santiago. But | don’t 
know anything about him.” 


“Did you ever see Santiago? Do you know what he looks 
like?” 


“No, no. | only heard his name one time. | was in the 
nightclub. | heard Krause and Rafael talking. They said that 
Santiago might have to tell them what to do about the crazy 
runners on the other coast. They say that it is Santiago’s 
fault for thinking he could work with them. Krause said he 
wanted to meet with Santiago, to demand that el jefe tell 
them what to do about these runners.” 


“Meet with him?” Scott sat up straight. “Did Krause say 
when? Where?” But Raul shook his head. “That is all | know. 
| did not hear anything else.” 


“What about these drug runners? Who are they?” 


“They bring in cocaine from Colombia. Sometimes it comes 
through Cuba before being smuggled to Miami.” The anxiety 
vanished to be replaced by anger. 


“They are led by a man who calls himself a babalawo—a 
high priest. But he is a pretender. He takes our beloved 
religion and perverts it. He and his followers commit murder 
in the name of the orishas.” 
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Noah glanced at Ana Maria. Her face remained impassive, 
but her eyes burned with a righteous anger. He suddenly 
understood why the normally secretive practitioners of this 
religion were willing to share the ceremony and to speak 
with them. It wasn’t the loss of life or even the destruction 
at Ana Maria’s shop. It was deeper than that. The “crazy 
runners,” as Raul had called them, were twisting everything 
these people deeply believed. 


Scott continued his questioning. “What was their deal? The 
runners brought in the drugs, and the dealers in Miami 
distributed it?” Raul nodded. “Santiago and Krause arranged 
it with the crazy babalawo a couple of years ago. It went 
well. Then suddenly everything fell apart. | don’t know what 
started the war. Someone got greedy, or someone was 
double-crossed. | don’t know. But where Santiago and the 
babalawo used to work together, now they are killing each 
other.” 


“Names,” Scott said. “I need names, details. Anything that 
can help me stop them.” 


“| don’t know the name of the babalawo. They call him La 
Serpiente. He carries a big knife with him everywhere. | 
have never seen him, but | hear he is bald and has tattoos 
all over his body. Tattoos of snakes. You will know him if you 
see him.” Noah couldn’t help his slight gasp of shock as his 
mind raced back once again to his dream of the firelight, the 


gleaming knife, and the tattooed man chanting over Krause. 
His hands tightened on the arms of the chair. He looked at 
Scott, who stared back at him with that stone face Noah 
could not read. 


Noah had described that dream, and the tattooed man, to 
Scott that night in the trailer. Now he regretted that. He 
knew Scott didn’t really believe in the dreams, so the 
detective must wonder how Noah had known about the 
tattooed man. 


Noah wanted desperately to insist he had never met the 
tattooed man. It was the truth, but he knew Scott would 
never believe it. He could feel Scott’s trust in him slipping 
away. 
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* KOK 


“Why did you take him?” Lieutenant Hanahan’s sharp blue 
eyes pieced right through Noah as she glared at him, even 
though she spoke to Scott. The last thing Noah had wanted 
was to get Scott into trouble, and here he was—the cause of 
Scott getting yelled at by his boss. “And why didn’t you clear 
it with me? Oh wait— 


because you knew damn well I’d say no?” 


At least she’d had the courtesy to close the door of the 
interview room before she started in on them. She sat at the 
table with her arms crossed and frowned at them. 


Noah tried to interject. “It’s not Scott’s fault. Ana Maria 
wanted me there.” 


“Noah.” Scott’s tight voice stopped him. “Leave it alone. Just 
give the lieutenant your statement.” 


“But te// her. They wouldn’t even have talked to us if | hadn’t 
gone.” Hanahan snapped, “Detective Chandler is not even 
supposed to be in the field, never mind taking a civilian with 
him to question a potentially dangerous suspect.” She 
propped her elbows on the table and looked at Scott. “Or 
maybe that’s why you didn’t tell me? It wasn’t Noah you 
were worried about.” Scott flushed and looked away. 


She sat back and shook her head. “That man should have 
been questioned here. But you knew that if going to that 
ceremony was the only way to get the information, | would 
have let Noah go. But you also knew damn well | would have 
sent Rivera instead of you.” 


Noah couldn’t stand the look of embarrassed anger on 
Scott’s face. The man had nothing to be ashamed of. Even 
with his injury, he could have kicked ass if there had been 
any danger. Couldn’t she see that? “I wouldn’t have gone 
without Scott! You wouldn’t have this information if it 
weren't for him.” 


“Noah. That’s enough.” Scott’s voice sounded tight. 
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Noah shut up. Obviously, he was only making things worse. 
At least, Scott seemed to think so. 


Hanahan took a deep breath. “It’s done now. l'Il take your 
statement. Scott, you can write up your report at your desk. 
Rivera is out there hovering anxiously, I’m sure. Go ahead 
and fill him in.” 


Scott left, and Noah leaned forward in the cold metal chair 
across from the lieutenant. He told her in detail everything 
he recalled from the previous evening. 


She recorded his statement and took notes. After asking 
some follow-up questions, she finally pushed back from the 
table as she stopped the recorder. 


She stared at him, and he stared back. She reminded him a 
little of his mama. 


Not that he thought Hanahan would be flattered by the 
comparison. Or maybe she would—he’d glimpsed pictures of 
her kids on her desk as he’d passed by her office, so she 
and his mama had that much in common. Maybe they’d get 
along. She sure had that same way of looking right through 
him that made it almost impossible to hide anything. 


Just as the silence had reached a level of discomfort that 
had him shifting nervously in his seat, she spoke. “Why are 
you here?” 


“You know why I’m here. | never made a secret of wanting 
to help catch the bastards who killed my friend.” 


“They didn’t kill Kyle Brooks. He overdosed. Despite what 
you think, there was an investigation. I’ve read the case file. 
They found no evidence of murder.” Noah made an effort to 
sound reasonable. “I’m not saying Krause did it with his own 
hands. Kyle liked to have fun, and Krause took advantage of 
that. But Kyle never did the hard stuff, only pot and a few 
pills. Yet a few months after he met Krause, he was found 
dead in his apartment with the needle still hanging from his 
arm. The bastards used him and then gave him drugs with 
no one to tell him how to fix it or how much to use.” 


“I understand your anger. But you should let us do our jobs.’ 
She started to stand. 
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“Lieutenant... You have kids, right?” 

She paused. “Yes. My boy is about your age now.” 


“That means he’s the same age as Kyle. The same age Kyle 
would have been if...” 


He immediately realized he’d taken the wrong tack with her. 
Her eyes darkened in offended anger. “You don’t need to 
play on my sympathy, and you'll sure as hell leave my boy 
out of it. Yes, | see kids like Kyle every day. That doesn’t 
mean I—or any of us—stop caring about each one. It just 
means | want to make sure you don’t join them.” 


A little embarrassed, he nodded and looked away. He heard 
her take a deep breath, and then she went to the door and 
yelled for Scott in her normal, irate tone. 


The detective stood inside the door, leaning lightly on his 
cane. He looked tired, Noah thought. They had been up late 
the night before going over the information they had 
learned at the ceremony. Noah had tried desperately to 
convince Scott that he had never seen the bald, tattooed 
babalowa called La Serpiente except in his dream, but he 
didn’t think he had succeeded. Scott hadn’t voiced his 
doubts in so many words, but he’d been unusually quiet 
when they’d made love before going to sleep. 


Hanahan spoke to Noah. “Go home, Noah. There’s no need 
for you to stay. In fact”—she turned to look at Scott 
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pointedly—“I’m afraid you are proving too much of a 
distraction.” 


She turned on her heel and started to leave the interview 
room. Scott stayed, looking angry, embarrassed, flustered— 
Noah couldn’t tell. He only knew that he was being shut out 
of the investigation for good this time. He couldn’t let that 
happen, and he only had one card left to play. 


Desperate, he jumped up from the table and called after 
her, “I Know what he looks like.” 


“What?” Hanahan turned, puzzled. 
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“Santiago,” Noah said, calmer now that he had her attention 
again. “I know what he looks like.” 


There was silence. 


Scott closed his eyes, looking rather sick, and Noah felt a 
pang of regret for what he was putting the man through. 
Scott had wanted him out of harm’s way, and Noah had just 
made himself a key witness. 


Hanahan came back into the interview room, obviously 
making an effort not to slam the door as she closed it 
behind her with exaggerated care. “And you're just now 
mentioning this?” 


She was angry. Rightfully so, Noah had to admit. He didn’t 
even want to know how livid Scott would be after the man 
got over his fear at Noah’s deepening involvement. “I saw 


him at the club. Years ago, but | still remember what the 
bastard looks like.” 


The lieutenant’s cold eyes stared up into his. “And you’re 
telling us now. Why? 


So you can hang around a while longer? So you can use us— 
use Scott—to find him? 


Follow us around until you get what you want?” 


Furious at the accusation, he snapped back, “You’re wrong. | 
don’t need you. 


You need me. I’m the one who found the bodies. | found Ana 
Maria’s shop on my own, and I’m the one she invited to the 
ceremony, not Scott. | Know Krause, and I’m the only one 
who knows what Santiago looks like.” He practically spat the 
words, 


“So | don’t need you, Lieutenant, and | sure as hell didn’t 
need to sleep with your detective to get inside this 
investigation.” 


“Damn straight you know more that you should, and you’re 
dishing it out just as it suits you. Again | ask, what do you 
want?” She moved forward, forcing him back step by step. 
“Revenge? You don’t strike me as the Rambo type.” She 
jabbed a finger at his chest. “What did you think you were 
going to do once we found him?” 


“I don’t know,” he burst out. “I don’t Know, okay? But | need 
to help. | need to find something—some kind of evidence 
that will put them all away for good.” He clenched his fists. 
“What have you done? Where were the police when Krause 
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getting Kyle so drugged up he would do anything for him, 
including making those...those...videos.” 


Scott winced. 


Noah whirled on him. “You must have read it in his file. Did 
you think | wouldn’t know? I told you, | lived with him for 
almost a year. Krause is a pornographer. Do you think he 
didn’t try to get me to play a part in his little films?” Scott 
looked dismayed. “Jesus, Noah...” 


“Why do you think | finally left? | couldn’t stay, not with 
Krause and his crew doing everything they could to make 
me just like Kyle. Using Kyle to get to me. | had to go home. 
| had to leave him.” Noah’s eyes burned at the memory of 
the day he had left. He had tried so desperately, one last 
time, to convince Kyle to go home. 


“I tried to make him come with me. We argued about it, and 
he hit me...he hit me...” Pure bewilderment at that blow still 
echoed in his voice. Reflexively, Noah’s hand came up to 
cradle his jaw at the remembered pain. 


Fury gave way to shock and grief, still strong even after 
three years. He sank into the chair as trembling knees 
threatened to give way. “He’d never hit me before. 


Never. He always took care of me.” His voice shook so badly 
he could barely confess. 


“So | gave up. | left him, and he died.” 


“God damn it,” Scott swore. “Is that what this is all about? 
You think it’s your fault he’s dead?” 


“| gave up,” Noah repeated in a strangled whisper. “When it 
was my turn to take care of him, | just left. If | hadn’t... | 
Should have tried harder. | should have forced him.” 


After taking the chair next to Noah, Scott drew him in. Noah 
felt some of the tension drain away. He murmured, “I’m 
sorry, Scott. | never meant to cause you all this trouble.” 


“Christ,” Scott mumbled, sounding more helpless than 
angry. “What am | going to do with you?” 
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Taking a deep breath as he regained some semblance of 
control, Noah moved back from Scott. The anguish had 
turned to embarrassment, and he had a hard time looking at 
Hanahan. When he finally did, he felt relieved to see she 
stood with her arms crossed, shaking her head. Her 
expression was a peculiar mixture of annoyance and 
sympathy. At least she wasn’t yelling at him anymore. 


It gave him the courage to make the suggestion he’d been 
thinking about all morning. He leaned forward earnestly. 
“I’ve helped you already, and you know it. | can still help 
you. Scott and | can go to Beach Boyz tonight, and l'Il see if 
| recognize anyone.” 


Hanahan started to speak and then stopped. She actually 
seemed to be considering it. 


Noah pushed a little. “I heard you were going to search 
Krause’s house. Did you find anything? Have you got any 
other leads?” She didn’t answer, but he could tell by the 
scowl on her face that they had gotten nothing from their 
search of Krause’s place. 


“Damn.” She ground out the word and shook her head at 
Scott’s frown. “You don’t know how much | hate to Say it, 
but he’s right about one thing. We can use him. | don’t like it 
any more than you, Scott, but there are already seven 
people dead, and it’s only going to get worse. If he can spot 
Santiago or someone close enough to lead us to him, then 
maybe we have a chance to end this before innocent 
civilians start getting caught in the cross fire. This might be 
the break we need.” Scott had to know that made sense. 
Had to see that stopping this war was worth the risk. Noah 
looked at him anxiously. 


“He’s not going without me,” Scott said. 


“Well, | don’t think Rivera would be a very convincing date 
for Noah,” she answered drily. “I can’t really see them 
making out on the dance floor. You’re supposed to blend in, 
so | think you'll have to go, even though l'Il probably catch 
hell for letting you do it. At least it’s a public place, unlike 
the house you went to last night, and you’re just going to 
observe, not question anyone. Rivera can go Big Cypress 
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along and keep an eye on both of you. Stay in his sight, but 
pretend you don’t know him.” 


“Krause will see Noah.” Scott sounded uneasy. 


“What if he does? It’s a gay club. You’re there to party, like 
everyone else.” 


“It’s been three years,” Noah said. “I doubt he'll even 
remember me. And if he does—well, maybe | can talk to 
him, find out something.” He held up his hand to forestall 
any further protests. “Don’t worry. | won’t go anywhere with 


him alone.” Hanahan had her usual laser glare back in place 
and focused on Noah. “You will do what the detectives tell 
you to do. Immediately and without question. And you'll sit 
with a sketch artist today and give us a detailed description 
of Santiago.” He jumped up eagerly, trying to convince her 
of his cooperation. “l'Il do what they say. | swear.” Then he 
added, “I really wasn’t trying to hide anything. | didn’t know 
you didn’t have a picture of Santiago—not until | heard Scott 
ask Raul about him after the ceremony last night. And even 
then it took a while for it to sink in that you didn’t have any 
description of him at all. It’s been a long time, and he’s a 
very ordinary-looking guy, but l'Il do my best.” She looked 
Skeptical about his explanation but nodded. “While you’re 
doing that, the detectives can start a search for anyone 
matching the description of that drug runner—La Serpiente. 
If he’s in the database at all, he shouldn’t be too hard to 
identify if he’s really covered with snake tattoos.” 


“Like George,” Noah pointed out. 


She raised her eyebrows, but Scott was nodding. “That’s 
right,” the detective told her. “George Mendez was the 
murdered dealer in Big Cypress. He had a snake tattoo 
covering one arm. | would say that, along with the evidence 
on his houseboat, points to him working for La Serpiente 
and helping with the sacrifice of Santiago’s men in the 
swamp.” 


“Maybe we're finally getting somewhere.” Hanahan looked 
pleased for once. Or at least a little less pissed off than 
usual. 
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She turned to Noah and poked him in the chest. “Any more 
secrets? You damn well better tell us now.” 


“No.” Nothing important anyway. 
Big Cypress Crossroads 
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Chapter Nine 


Heavy bass thumped through his chest and vibrated almost 
painfully against his eardrums. Scott had never cared for the 
club scene or the crowds. 


Though he had to admit that some of the half-naked, sweaty 
guys gyrating on the dance floor were not so hard on the 
eyes. Still, he preferred the quiet of his boat out on the bay 
during his limited recreation time. Maybe a little light jazz 
for company. 


And Noah. Despite everything that had happened, Scott still 
wanted Noah more than he had ever wanted anyone. Still 
wanted to take him out on the water one sunny afternoon. 
Still wanted to make love to him as the waves lifted and 
lapped against the boat. 


Wanted him, but didn’t—couldn’t—entirely trust him. 


Yet Noah had never really lied. He had never hidden his 
intention to get involved in the investigation, had never 
tried to hide his motivation. But he certainly had not been 
entirely forthright. 


And there was still the dream of the tattooed man who 
matched the description Raul had given of the babalawo. 
How to explain that? Either Noah really had dreams that told 


him things he couldn’t know, or he was still hiding 
something. 


Or it really was only a dream. Noah had just found two 
bodies, killed horribly. 


That would give anyone nightmares. And of course both 
bodies had been covered in tats, the same as every other 
dealer in south Florida. So was it really surprising that the 
evil man in Noah’s dream had them as well? Scott sighed. 
He really didn’t know what to make of it. 
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But as far as attractive guys went... Scott tightened his 
arms around Noah’s lean form. He found it difficult to 
concentrate on anything else with the man pressed against 
him all the way from head to toe as they swayed to the 
beat. 


Swaying was pretty much all he could manage, as his leg 
ached from the strain of the last few days. Good thing | was 
never much of a dancer to begin with. He pushed the bitter 
thought away and turned his attention to Noah. 


Scott couldn’t resist giving the other man a light bite on the 
earlobe. “You look beautiful.” 


Tight jeans hugged his long legs, and an equally tight black 
T-shirt barely covered his waist, leaving a little strip of skin 
showing above the low-slung pants. 


Scott’s hands drifted down Noah’s back to the gorgeous ass. 
He cupped it gently for a moment and then let go, trying not 
to get too carried away on the dance floor and lose sight of 


why they were there. He fought an almost irresistible urge 
to grab the man by his loose, sun-streaked hair and drag 
him right into the bathroom for a quickie. Taking a deep 
breath, he moved away a little, deliberately lessening their 
contact so he could regain a little control. 


But Noah didn’t let him go. “Oh, no, you don’t. You don’t get 
off that easy. Not after making a comment like that.” He 
hooked a hand around the back of Scott’s neck and brushed 
their lips together. “You look pretty hot yourself, you know.” 
Scott snorted. Somehow he didn’t think the ragged jeans 
and the faded, too-tight blue Margaritaville T-shirt he usually 
wore only on weekends really counted as cool club attire. 


Noah ran his hands up Scott’s chest. “You don’t believe me? 
This shirt is tight in all the right places, babe. And the rip in 
your jeans is showing some sweet-looking skin.” With that, 
Noah pulled him in for a rough, wet kiss that tasted of beer 
and Noah. Scott meant to keep it brief, but somehow it 
deepened into something longer and more passionate. They 
didn’t stop until they were both out of breath and had 
completely given up any pretense of dancing. 
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When his breathing had returned to a close approximation 
of normal, Scott said, “Rivera is watching, you know.” 


Noah laughed. “Oh yeah, I’m sure he’s loving this place. | 
wonder how many times he’s been hit on so far.” 


Scott grinned at the thought and glanced over at the bar 
where Rivera hung out with a beer. Although a little older 
than most of the patrons, the dark-eyed, handsome 
detective was in excellent shape. Scott watched him talking 


politely with a couple of the more effeminate clientele. “All 
the twinks are after him.” 


“Come on.” Noah took his hand. “Let’s walk around a little. 
There’s a back room where Krause does his business. That’s 
where | saw Santiago. It’s guarded, so we can’t go in. But 
we can get a little closer and watch who goes in and out.” 
They gradually made their way to one end of the serpentine 
bar and then settled a few seats down from Rivera. Around 
the side of the bar, an unlabeled, nondescript door swung 
open briefly as one of the dancers exited. Scott caught a 
glimpse of a short, dimly lit hallway leading to rooms in the 
back. 


They leaned against the bar and ordered drinks. They 
watched as go-go boys, bartenders, and other employees 
went in and out of the door. 


“Anyone?” Scott asked eventually. 


“A few of the bartenders have been here awhile. | remember 
them, but no one else so far.” Suddenly Noah stiffened and 
turned to face the bar, hiding his face in a curtain of hair. 
“Rafael. Where he is, Krause is always nearby.” Scott 
recognized the lean, short man from the security camera 
footage. He kept his glance casual as the man wove his way 
gracefully through the crowd to the door near them. 


As the door closed behind him, Noah let out a sigh of relief. 
“I’m not ashamed to admit that bastard scares me.” Noah 
took a quick swig of his beer. “He’s damn good with that 
knife he carries, and he likes using it. Especially for Krause. 
He’ll do anything for him. | think Krause saved his life in 
some bar fight, and now he’s both Krause’s bodyguard and 
his lover. That’s what Kyle told me anyway.” 128 
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Scott felt his phone vibrate in his pocket. He retrieved it and 
looked at the caller ID. “Hanahan.” He answered the call but 
found it almost impossible to understand her over the noise 
and the music. “Wait,” he told her. “Let me get outside.” 


He hesitated, not wanting to leave Noah alone. “You stay 
right here, okay?” Well aware by now that Noah had a 
willful, stubborn streak hidden under his gentle manner, 
Scott added, “Don’t you dare leave Rivera’s sight.” Holding 
his phone up where Rivera could see it, Scott briefly caught 
the other detective’s eye and then looked over at Noah. 
Glancing back at Rivera, he saw the man give him a quick 
nod. He would keep an eye on Noah. 


Once outside, Scott went around the corner of the building, 
searching for a quiet spot. “Sorry, Lieutenant, couldn’t hear 
in there.” 


“How’s it going?” 


“Noah spotted Rafael, Krause’s bodyguard. No Krause, 
though, and no Santiago.” 


“Damn. Well, your buddy Ana Maria called. She wouldn’t talk 
to me, but it sounded urgent, or | wouldn’t have bothered 
you there. She gave me her number.” 


“I'll call her.” 


She gave him the number. He ended the call and then 
punched in the new number. 


“Ana Maria? This is Scott Chandler. Are you well?” 


“Yes, Detective, thank you. | have some information, but it is 
rumor only. Raul came to my shop where | was working to 


clean up the mess. He says there is trouble soon. Maybe 
tonight.” 


“What kind of trouble?” 


“No details. But there is talk of a big shipment on its way in 
—a shipment that the drug runners who pretend to practice 
the religion had no part in bringing to Miami. Someone has 
gone around them to arrange it. They are very angry.” Big 
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“Where is it coming in? When? Ana Maria, please. | really 
need to talk to Raul. 


| Know you want to protect him, but this is important.” 


“|I understand. | would help you if | could. But that is all he 
told me, and he is very far from here by now. He left and 
told no one where he was going.” Frustrated, Scott 
nevertheless managed to thank her. Then he gave 
Lieutenant Hanahan a quick call to pass along what little 
information he had gleaned. 


Making his way back into the club, he crossed the dance 
floor to the bar. The flashing disco lights contrasted with the 
dimness surrounding the bar and made it difficult for him to 
see the end of the bar where he had left Noah. 


After his sight adjusted, he let out a curse. No Noah. Of 
course not. Does that boy ever do anything he’s told? He 
can’t just wait for five fucking minutes? 


Scott scanned the crowd until he spotted his partner. Rivera 
had moved position to stand on the edge of the dance floor, 
pretending to look up at one of the go-go boys on a high 


platform. Taking a deep breath, Scott strolled over casually 
to stand next to Rivera and watch the dancer. Rivera 
glanced over at him and then nodded toward one corner of 
the dance floor. 


Scott followed his gaze. “Is he dancing with that son of a 
bitch?” Scott no longer cared that they weren’t supposed to 
know each other. Krause wasn’t about to spot them together 
anyway. He was too busy running his hands up and down 
Noah’s body and nuzzling his neck. 


Rivera shrugged. “That’s why we're here, isn’t it? Rattle 
some cages, see what crawls out. Don’t worry. He hasn’t 
been out of my sight.” Scott would give anything right then 
to be able to hear what they were saying. 


He cursed himself for not making Noah wear a wire. But 
Noah was never supposed to get that close to Krause. At 
least, not without Scott being there. Given the way the 
Argentinean’s hands were wandering, the wire would have 
been detected in short order anyway. 
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Feeling torn, he tried to decide what to do. The staff had 
seen him and Noah together, so they knew Noah was with 
him. Scott could interrupt and take Noah away from Krause. 
Or he could wait awhile longer, giving Noah time to talk to 
him and see what he could find out. 


Reluctantly, he decided to wait. He could do nothing but grit 
his teeth and watch them. If anyone noticed, they would 
think he was angry about finding his date dancing with 
someone else. 


The music shifted to something more upbeat, and Noah 
moved away. Krause took his arm and walked him toward 
the door to the back. Noah went with him. 


They still appeared to be talking. 


Scott tensed. He was not about to let Noah go through that 
door. To his relief, Noah stopped and disengaged his arm 
just as they approached the doorway. Krause didn’t seem to 
like that. He took Noah’s arm again. Instead of pulling away, 
Noah smiled and moved closer to him, whispering 
something into his ear. Whatever he said made the 
Argentinean grin and relax a little. But he still didn’t let go. 
Scott decided to take that as his cue to play the part of the 
jealous boyfriend. Well, maybe not such a difficult part to 
play... 


For once, he didn’t try to hide his limp. Instead, he 
exaggerated it as he walked toward them. Nothing wrong 
with using it to help convince others to underestimate him. 
Hopefully the limp, the old clothes, and hair almost brushing 
his collar would all make him look a little less coplike. 


Reaching Noah, Scott pressed a hand briefly to the other 
man’s back, staking his claim without actually grabbing him. 
He didn’t want to get into a tug of war with Noah in the 
middle. But he did want the asshole to get his hands off 
Noah. “I can’t go to the bathroom for one minute, and 
you're getting hit on.” He narrowed his eyes at Krause, who 
still hadn’t released Noah’s arm. “This guy bothering you, 
babe?” 


Big Cypress Crossroads 


131 


Krause gave him a slow once-over, pale eyes traveling from 
head to toe in an obvious attempt to insult. He spoke to 
Noah. “A little old for you. This is why you don’t want to 
come to the back and party with me?” 


“You can let go of him now,” Scott said, not having to fake 
his annoyance at being discussed as if he weren’t there. 


That didn’t stop Krause from continuing in the same tone. 
“Noah, you owe him something? You need me to pay him off 
for you?” 


“If | did, I’m Sure you'd find a way for me to pay you back.” 
He sounded as if he was joking, but Scott detected the hint 
of bitterness in his tone. 


Apparently Rafael did too. Somehow the man had managed 
to insinuate himself right in the middle of their group so 

quickly and quietly that Scott hadn’t even noticed him until 
he was right on top of them, thrusting his face into Noah's. 


“Show a little respect. You should be honored.” At least 
Rafael’s intrusion had the effect of making Krause let go of 
Noah’s arm. Noah backed away slightly, looking wary as 
Rafael followed him. The wiry man’s lips were drawn back in 
a grimace that might have been a smile except for the way 
it stretched the skin around his lip piercings. Even in the dim 
light, Scott could see the man’s pupils were enlarged and 
his movements were quick and jerky. 


On something, then—something that made him fast and 
unpredictable. 


Noah saw it too and moved to stand by Scott’s side. 


Scott touched his arm. “Maybe it’s time to go.” The wiry 
man’s eyes narrowed as he glared at Scott. He started to 


reach for his pocket, and Scott tensed. He really didn’t want 
to get into a fight in the middle of the bar, but if the man 
pulled a knife, there might be no choice. Scott’s muscles 
tightened as he moved to shield Noah. 


Rafael practically snarled at Scott. He started to pull 
something from his pocket, and then Krause rested a hand 
lightly on his shoulder, and Rafael stilled. 


Krause smiled at Noah. “You said you would call me, Noah. 
Don’t forget.” 132 
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Krause squeezed Rafael’s shoulder and then let him go. 
Rafael dropped his hand but snarled at Scott. “Don’t fuck 
with me, cabrón.” Noah took Scott’s arm and urged him 
away. “Come on, Scott. Let’s go.” Krause seemed amused as 
they backed away slowly. 


They had parked around the back of the club in one of the 
many small metered lots scattered around Miami Beach. 
Streetlights fought the darkness of a cloudy night. A single 
bare bulb over the door illuminated the employee entrance 
to the club. 


Scott slid in behind the wheel but made no move to start 
the Mustang he’d borrowed from the impound lot to use as 
an undercover vehicle for the night. He took a deep breath, 
letting the tension of the encounter drain from his tight 
muscles. In the passenger side, Noah did the same. 


After a moment, Scott asked, “So what did he say while you 
were dancing?” 


“Not much, except to hit on me.” Noah shuddered and 
hugged himself. “I feel like | need a shower after letting that 
asshole rub his hands all over me.” He dropped his hands 
and frowned at Scott. “You didn’t have to come rescue me, 
you know. I’m not quite stupid enough to go to the back 
room with him alone.” Scott ignored that. There had 
definitely been a conversation going on between them on 
the dance floor. He persisted. “What did you talk about?” 
Noah’s fists clenched on his thighs and for a moment cold 
rage shone in his eyes, startling Scott with its intensity. “He 
Saw me at the bar and tried to tell me he was sorry about 
Kyle. He brought it up, not me. Said it wasn’t his fault. The 
liar.” Noah’s voice shook. 


Disturbed, Scott looked out the window. Noah had danced, 
talked, smiled, and even flirted with the man as if that 
hatred didn’t seethe right below the surface. 


Scott felt troubled by the realization that his gentle lover 
was capable of so much calculated fury and deception. 
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When he turned back, Noah had relaxed his fists and some 
of the anger had faded from his eyes. Scott said, “You were 
dancing awfully close considering you only met him a few 
times three years ago.” 


“You think I’m lying?” 


“No. I’m just wondering if there are any more facts you’re 
conveniently leaving out until it serves your purpose to tell 
them.” 


“I never slept with him, if that’s what you’re asking. But he’s 
always been interested. Not in me really, but in getting me 
drugged up enough to go to his parties and be in his videos. 
Anyway, | got his number. I’m supposed to call him for a 
date.” 


If he expected Scott to be pleased about that, he’d guessed 
wrong. “How the hell am | Supposed to keep an eye on you 
when you're with him?” Noah shrugged. “I don’t know. l'Il 
wear a wire or something. Get him drunk, get him talking. 
Isn’t that how it’s usually done?” 


“Usually.” Scott snorted. “There’s no such thing as ‘usually.’” 
Then he sighed. 


“Noah—Christ, I’m fucking head over heels for you. You 
know that. But from the first moment we met, you haven’t 
been straight with me.” 


“What are you saying? You think your lieutenant is right, and 
l'm using you to get what | want?” 


“Are you?” 


A sharply indrawn breath was his only answer for a long 
moment. The hurt in Noah’s eyes made his own chest ache 
with guilt at even uttering the accusation. But the question 
had been nagging at the back of his mind for days, and he 
felt relieved to finally get it out in the open. 


“Scotty. No.” Noah spoke the words in such a low whisper 
that Scott could barely make them out. Noah reached for 
him with trembling fingers. “I never expected all this to 
happen. The dreams were so vague, and you weren’t in 
them at all when they started a couple of years ago. | wish... 
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this.” He cupped Scott’s face in his hands. “I wish | weren’t 
in love with the detective on this case. It would make things 
so much simpler. But | am, and | swear, if we had met under 
other circumstances, | would still love you. | know what you 
think about the dreams and the feelings | get. We’re having 
a hard time right now, but we’ll get through it. You and | are 
supposed to be together. | know it.” Bewildered, Scott let 
Noah take his mouth, losing himself in the gentle kiss. 


All worries temporarily vanquished as Noah’s hands slid 
down to stroke his sides and then circle his back, drawing 
him closer. He slipped his arms around Noah's waist. 


When Scott finally released the kiss, he murmured into 
Noah’s ear, “I don’t think | care anymore if you’re telling the 
truth. Are you sure you didn’t get some kind of love potion 
from Ana Maria’s shop? All you have to do is touch me, and 
l'm completely gone.” 


Noah smiled at him. “lIl remember that. My secret 
weapon.” Drawing back a little, he looked earnestly into 
Scott’s eyes. “I would never do anything to hurt you. 


Believe that, if nothing else.” 


Before he could respond, he saw Noah’s eyes widen as his 
gaze shifted to a point over Scott’s shoulder. His body 
stiffened in Scott’s arms. “What is it?” Scott twisted to look 
back at the doorway as Krause and Rafael exited and 
headed toward a black Jaguar. “Crap,” he muttered and 
sank down, pulling Noah with him to avoid being seen. 


But instead of the expected sound of a car door slamming 
closed, they were jolted by the sudden roar of an engine 


approaching at high speed and then the sharp squeal of 
tires. 


“What the hell?” Scott jerked upright just in time to see a 
white utility van slam to a halt in front of the Jag. The van 
door crashed open. Three men wearing dark clothes and 
brandishing handguns jumped out. Sudden shouting echoed 
in the parking lot, but it didn’t last long. Krause and Rafael 
fought their attackers, but Big Cypress Crossroads 


135 


armed only with Rafael’s knife, they had no defense against 
the firepower and speed of the masked men. 


Cursing, Scott reached for his gun, which he’d locked in the 
glove compartment while they’d been in the club. But by 
the time he got the door open and started to climb out, the 
van doors had slammed shut with the victims inside. Noah 
grabbed his arm to pull him back into the car. Scott jerked 
free. “Damn it, you’re not helping.” 


“What do you think you’re doing? You’re not going out there 
against three armed men, and God knows how many more 
in the van.” 


“Hell.” Adrenaline pumped through his veins, and he badly 
wanted to shoot at the van, but not in a public parking lot. 
Instead, he started the Mustang’s engine and pulled out 
after the vehicle. Their purpose accomplished and the 
kidnapping seemingly undetected, the perpetrators didn’t 
want to draw attention. They drove quickly but without 
violating any traffic laws. Scott followed, maintaining his 
distance. The Mustang had some power; there was that to 
be said for it, but no radio to call dispatch. Not that he 
wanted a high-speed chase involving half a dozen police 


cars racing through the streets of Miami anyway. Just 
following the van might be the best move for now. 


“Here.” Scott fumbled out his cell phone as he concentrated 
on following the van. “Call Rivera. He saw us get into the car 
after we left the club. He’s probably on his way home by 
now. Let him know what’s going on and where we are. He'll 
notify the lieutenant and get us some help tailing these 


guys.” 
“Tailing them? Not stopping them?” 


“Up to the lieutenant.” Now that he had calmed down from 
the adrenaline rush, Scott realized this might be a real break 
in the case. The armed men had to be the drug runners Ana 
Maria had talked about being cut out of the drug shipment 
that Santiago and Krause were bringing in to Miami. It 
seemed likely they worked for La Serpiente and were the 
same men responsible for the deaths in the Everglades. 
Scott followed them discreetly. Jake me to your leader. 
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It became more difficult to follow as they hit the MacArthur 
Causeway leading out of Miami Beach to the mainland. Even 
at this late hour, traffic sped along the multiple lanes, 
forcing him to maneuver between speeding vehicles so he 
could hang far enough back to avoid being spotted yet 
maintain his view of the van. The kidnappers left the 
Causeway and jogged over to Route 41, taking the surface 
streets west through Miami. He followed as Noah described 
the situation to Rivera and then again to Hanahan when she 
called a few moments after Noah had ended the first call. 


Noah ended the call with Hanahan. “She says you’re doing 
the right thing. 


Follow for now until she can get some backup. | told her the 
men were armed. She doesn’t want a shoot-out in the 
middle of the city. She’s getting some unmarked cars.” 


“Is she coming herself?” 


“Yes. When we get out of town, then maybe we'll stop the 
van, but | guess she plans to decide that once she sees the 
situation and lets the highway patrol know what’s going on.” 


Scott nodded. It was pretty much what he’d expected. His 
job was not to lose the van and not to be spotted. 


Route 41 turned into the Tamiami Trail, and soon they had 
left the lights of Miami behind for the eastern edge of the 
Everglades. Sparser traffic forced them to hang back farther. 
The road narrowed to two lanes cutting through acres of saw 
grass and canals. Eventually they left the trail and veered 
north. The saw grass gave way to cypress forests and pines. 


With very little traffic on the road, Scott had to lag far 
behind, as did the two unmarked police cars now following 
him. Far ahead, the van slowed and then turned on toa 
narrow dirt lane, barely visible through the darkness of the 
night and the crowding trees. 


Scott pulled off to the side of the road just before the turn. 
Dense underbrush blocked his view down the lane. He 
debated whether to follow or wait for the cars Big Cypress 
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behind him to catch up. “Call Rivera,” he told Noah. “He 
Should be in the car right behind us.” 


Judging enough time had passed for the van to be well down 
the dirt road, Scott decided to take the risk and turned to 
follow the van. 


“Signal’s pretty weak.” Noah tried the phone again. 


“That’s got to be him right behind us—” A sudden impact 
from behind knocked the air from his lungs as his seat belt 
Slammed against his chest. Scott grappled with the wheel, 
trying to control the Mustang as the car behind crashed into 
them a second time, smashing the front end of the Mustang 
into a tree. Scott glimpsed the crumpled front end of the 
large sedan that had rammed his car. Not one of the 
unmarked police cars. It must have been with the van, 
following as rearguard. 


Stunned, Scott gasped for breath as he struggled to get out 
of his seat. A sudden bright light from ahead blinded them. 
The van had returned. Masked men poured out. Scott pulled 
his gun as he stumbled out of the car to crouch behind his 
open door, using it as a shield. 


“Noah!” Scott reached for him, intending to pull him across 
the seat to take shelter behind the driver’s side door with 
him, but he was too late. One of the dark-clothed men 
jerked Noah’s door open and dragged him out. Noah 
stumbled to the ground, and another man twisted his 
fingers cruelly through Noah’s hair, using his grip to jerk him 
upright and then drag his head far back, exposing his throat. 


Noah’s cry of pain lanced straight through Scott’s gut, and 
he lifted his gun. But in the glare of the headlights, Scott 
saw the first man press a gun muzzle tight against Noah’s 
neck. 


Scott froze. 


A large hand reached for his gun. He let the masked man 
take it. The last thing he saw was his own gun swinging ina 
vicious arc toward his head. The world went red and then 
black as the sound of Noah’s scream died away into silence. 
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The dampness of the ground beneath Scott penetrated the 
old clothes he had worn for the nightclub. He lay flat on his 
back in the mud, knots of tree roots jabbing into his back. 
He stirred and pried open his eyes, fighting the throbbing 
headache that threatened to send him back into darkness. 
The pounding in his head beat in time with the rhythm of 
the Latin pop music booming through the night. 


Very late night now, he thought, or maybe early morning. 
Staring up through the thick tangle of tree limbs, he found it 
impossible to tell how late. Dense clouds blocked the stars. 
A light, warm drizzle did little to relieve the heat in his face 
or cool his sweat. Vaguely, he heard someone calling his 
name through a background of shouting and laughter. The 
voice sounded familiar and welcome. But so anxious. 


He wanted to relieve that anxiety, to give reassurance that 

everything would be fine. Slowly, he turned his head. Noah. 
Hair bedraggled and damp, clothes muddy and torn, he was 
still beautiful. But he looked so worried. 


Scott cleared his throat. “I’m okay.” He struggled to sit up. 
With his hands tied behind his back and his balance 
precarious at the best of times, he found it a struggle to 


shift upright. He had to lean his weight on his good leg and 
then press his back against the rough tree to inch his way 
up to a sitting position against the slim pine. Sighing in relief 
as he found a semi-comfortable place to lean against, he 
attempted a smile. Not a very successful attempt, 
apparently, as the young man did not return it. 


“You scared me.” Noah’s voice had a slight tremor. “Those 
bastards hit you pretty hard.” His hands behind his back, he 
leaned against the same tree Scott had used to prop himself 


up. 
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“I’ve got a throbbing headache, but | don’t think there’s any 
real damage. I'll be okay.” Scott looked at him. His eyes 
were frightened, but he seemed reassured by Scott’s 
answer. Scott made an effort to keep his voice even. “What 
about you? Are you hurt?” 


Noah took a deep breath, then let it out slowly. When he 
answered, his voice had returned to the slow, mellow 
intonation that Scott always found rather comforting. “I’m 
fine. Just got scared for a minute when you wouldn’t wake 
up.” Scott looked around, assessing the possibilities for 
escape. A flicker of firelight and scattered lanterns faintly lit 
this small clearing in the pines. Voices speaking in rapid 
Spanish rose over the thumping of the music. Most of the 
men were gathered in front of the bonfire in the center of 
the clearing, passing around several liquor bottles. “What’s 
the situation?” 


Noah nodded toward a man standing nearby. “We've got a 
guard.” The man’s attention seemed divided between the 
two captives and the party around the bonfire. Holding a 


beer in one hand and brandishing a gun in the other, he 
clearly wished to join his comrades. 


The slight drizzle did not seem to affect the fire, and the 
large stack of extra wood stored under a nearby tarp was 
not the only reason. Scott flinched a little as one man took a 
large swallow and then spat the liquor toward the center of 
the blaze. Flames leaped up, and the men jumped back, 
laughing. 


“Jesus,” Scott muttered, “Somebody’s going to get his face 
burned off.” He glanced back at their guard as the man 
Snorted in laughter, his attention caught by the partiers. 
“Could be a good thing for us. We need a distraction. Maybe 
we can get out of here.” He looked around at the dark 
woods surrounding them. “Although | don’t know where we 
would go.” 


“I can find a road. This may not be my part of the Glades, 
and it might take me a while, but | can navigate it. | know 
Rivera and the others will be looking for us, but it’s a big 
area. It’s going to take them a while to find us. If we get a 
chance to get out of here, we should take it.” 
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“They're here. They were barely conscious most of the ride. 
Can you see the tables around the side of the fire?” 


Scott leaned a little to the side and squinted into the 
flickering light. Long folding tables stretched around the 
bonfire. Now that his eyes had adjusted, Scott could see one 
table heaped with various objects. It reminded him of... 


“That looks like the altar at the ceremony Ana Maria took us 
to. Fruit, flowers, those figurines. 


What are they doing?” Despite his resolution to remain calm 
for Noah’s sake, a hint of dread crept into his voice. “And 
what the hell is that on the table next to the altar?” 


“Krause.” 
“What?” 


“They dragged him over there and stretched him out on the 
table as soon as we got here. He woke up and started 
yelling. They hit him over the head again, and he shut up.” 
Scott looked at Noah searchingly. His voice seemed 
strangely flat as he recounted the events. “Then Rafael 
started yelling, and they hit him too. You can see him on the 
ground by the fire.” 


Scott looked again. It had appeared to be a shadow at first, 
but now he could see the small crumpled figure half-hidden 
by the table and the surrounding men. 


On the table, Krause appeared completely still. “Christ,” 
Scott breathed. “Are they really going to...?” 


“The bald man with the tattoos and the big knife.” Voice soft 
again, Noah gazed toward the fire, eyes unfocused. “He did 
kill Krause, remember? | told you days ago, in the trailer. It’s 
already done.” 


Dismayed, Scott said, “He’s not dead yet, Noah.” Noah 
shrugged. “Might as well be.” 
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“I can’t accept that. | know how you feel about him. But it’s 
not up to these criminals to take his life. Something might 
still happen to avoid a murder here tonight.” 


“It doesn’t matter how | feel. It doesn’t matter what you 
want. You can’t fix it. 


He’s already dead.” The soft voice stating those words with 
such finality sent a chill down Scott’s spine. 


Before he could respond, the music stopped. In the sudden 
silence, the usual nighttime buzz of cicadas and the 
croaking of bullfrogs was conspicuously absent. 


Gradually, the men started to murmur among themselves. 


One man broke away from the crowd and approached their 
guard, gesturing toward them. The guard threw his empty 
beer bottle to the ground and fished a small flashlight out of 
his pocket. He waved the light at them and then toward the 
crowd. “He want you. Come.” The other man shifted 
impatiently. “You hurry.” When they didn’t respond quickly 
enough, the guard came closer and aimed his gun at Noah’s 
head. 


“Okay, okay. We’re coming.” Scott pressed his back against 
the tree and struggled to a standing position. Embarrassed 
at his awkwardness, he didn’t look at them. Then he cursed 
himself. What did he care what these idiots thought of him? 


Fighting scum like them had given him the injury in the first 
place. The burst of anger sustained him long enough to get 
to his feet without assistance. 


The guard marched them toward the fire. When they halted 
in front of the table, the big man standing over Krause 
turned to face them. Tattooed patterns of feathers and 


Snakes covered his bald head and looped around his neck. A 
coiled serpent tattoo wound down one arm. La Serpiente 
grinned at them. The large knife in his hand glinted in the 
firelight. 


A moan from the table caught Scott’s attention. He tore his 
eyes away from that broad, glimmering knife to look down 
at Krause. Bruises and cuts marred the handsome face. 
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Krause groaned again, and his eyelids fluttered open. He 
cursed through a swollen lip and glared at the bald man. 
“What the hell?” He sounded more angry than fearful, as if 
not realizing the extent of his danger. A man used to talking 
—or buying—his way out of any situation. “Listen, this is a 
misunderstanding. | can make it right.” 


La Serpiente pressed the point of his knife against Krause’s 
throat, drawing blood. “I think not. | think you cut us out of 
many good deals. Now I cut you out.” He snorted in laughter 
at his own joke, his men following suit. Then he turned 
toward Scott, flipping the knife quickly to hold the edge 
against the detective’s throat. Scott jerked back. The guard 
grabbed him while others seized Noah as he surged forward 
with a startled cry. 


Breathing hard and trying not to move his throat against the 
knife, Scott stared the bald man in the eyes. “What do you 
want with us?” 


“Cops.” The man almost spat the word. “You were in the 
nightclub. You talked to this filth. What did he tell you?” 


“Noah.” The moan came from Krause. “What are you doing 
here? Why did you bring a cop to my club?” 


“Callate, maricón.” One of men held a gun to Krause’s head. 
“Shut your mouth, you faggot, or | will shut it for you.” 
Krause fell silent but glared at Noah with narrowed eyes. 


La Serpiente pressed the knife harder against Scott’s throat. 
He felt a faint tickling sensation as a dribble of blood ran 
down his neck, and tried to jerk his head back. 


“Stop it,” Noah burst out. “What do you want? Just tell us 
what you want.” 


“I want to know when the shipment is coming. Did this filthy 
dog tell you? 


Where is the boat landing?” The bald man’s voice rose. “Tell 
me.” Noah said, “He didn’t tell us. I... made a date with 
him. | was going to try and find out. But you grabbed us 
before | had time.” Scott could see how they felt about Big 
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gays, and he guessed Noah could too. Maybe Noah thought 
that telling at least most of the truth might help convince 
the babalowa that they didn’t have his answers. 


“A date.” The bald man snorted in contempt. But he didn’t 
press the knife any harder into Scott’s flesh. 


“Noah.” At Krause’s shocked whisper, Noah looked at him. 
“Why would you do that? If it hadn’t been for you, we would 
never have—” 


“Shut up.” Noah’s voice turned harsh as the full force of the 
hatred and rage he felt for Krause showed on his face. “You 
don’t have any right to say anything to me, you damn 
murderer. Not after what you did to Kyle.” 


“What / did? | gave him what he wanted. He begged me for 
the drugs.” 


“Liar! Did he ask you to use him up and throw him away?” 
Krause said viciously, “He loved acting in my films. He loved 
every minute of it—the dancing, the sex, the drugs.” 


“You drugged him up until he died. You—” 


Krause’s voice rose in fury. “Traidor, this is your doing. You 


” 


“Enough.” La Serpiente stopped them. “He did not tell you. 
But he will tell me.” The bald man withdrew the knife from 
Scott’s neck and turned it on Krause. 


He drew it down the blond man’s chest in one long, deep 
cut. The man’s scream echoed through the night. 


Scott winced at the sound. He looked away and was glad to 
see Noah do the same. At least the young man didn’t carry 
so much hate that he actually enjoyed watching Krause 
suffer. 


The scream roused Rafael. Much as he despised both of 
them for dealing out misery on a daily basis, Scott still felt a 
wrench of sympathy as he watched Rafael cry out in grief 
and rage. Rafael lunged forward to help his lover, only to be 
wrestled to the ground and knocked out once again. 


Scott tried to intervene. “The police will be looking for us. 
Leave now, while you can. Leave these two to me. l'Il make 
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Of course the men only laughed at him. But he had to try. As 
he racked his brain for something else to say, another 
scream split the air as La Serpiente sliced off a piece of 
Krause’s ear. 


It was too much. “Jesus Christ,” Scott shouted. “You can’t—” 
He paid for his outburst as the butt of a gun came down on 
his already aching head. He stumbled to his knees as Noah 
cried out, struggling against the man holding him. From the 
ground, Scott shook his head and looked blearily at Noah, 
scared of what they might do to him if he kept fighting. 


“Be still, Noah. I’m all right. Just be still.” The babalawo 
laughed. “You should listen to your boyfriend.” He raised the 
now dripping knife to Krause’s other ear. At Krause’s moan 
of protest, he paused. 


“Tell me. You will die very slowly if you do not tell me.” They 
could barely make out what he said as he gasped for breath, 
struggling to get the words out past the pain. “The Marisol,” 
Krause groaned. “Tomorrow night. 


Up the canal and into the swamp.” 


Trying not to draw attention to himself, Scott managed to 
stagger awkwardly to his feet again. Krause had the bald 
man’s total attention now as he continued to pry details of 
the drop from the bleeding man. Hopeful they might not be 
noticed, he caught Noah’s eye and started to slip away from 
the fire. 


A growl, and then a rough hand grabbed his arm ina 
bruising grip. The guard held his gun to Scott’s head and 


looked at the bald man for orders. 


“Take them back.” The man jerked his head toward the tall 
pine under which Scott had first opened his eyes. “Their 
blood will add to our power and bring good fortune. But first, 
we will call the blessings of Eleggua with this one.” 
Dismissing them, he turned to the altar and began chanting 
in a low singsong voice. 


Their guards dragged them back to the tree. If he’d been 
alone, he might have tried harder to save Krause’s life, even 
though he knew his protests would have been to no avail. 
But with Noah’s life at risk as well as his own, he decided 
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staying quiet and cooperating, at least for the moment, 
might give them a better chance of being overlooked long 
enough to escape into the woods. 


Or rather, give Noah a better chance. Scott labored under 
no illusions regarding how far he could make it on an 
already aching leg. The best he could hope for was to 
provide a distraction that might allow Noah to escape. If 
Noah could bring back the troops before Scott ended up on 
that table, so much the better. But he knew the odds of that 
happening. So would Noah. How to convince him to 
cooperate, to leave Scott behind? 


The men shoved them to the ground under the dripping 
pine boughs. The gentle rain continued. It was just enough 
to make everything damp and miserable. 


After flicking on his flashlight to make sure their bindings 
hadn’t loosened, their guard went back to staring at the 


crowd by the fire. He appeared put out at being left on duty 
away from the fun. 


Noah also gazed in the direction of the fire and the chanting 
men. Even from their vantage point—a dozen yards away 
and with the men partially blocking their view—they could 
see the firelight glinting off the large blade as La Serpiente 
raised it high. 


“Noah,” Scott whispered, “you don’t have to watch. You 
should get ready to run. I’m going to—” 


“It doesn’t matter,” Noah interrupted. “I’ve already seen it, 
remember?” Scott paused, trying to take that in. Trying to 
understand that Noah’s dreams were as real to him as the 
mosquitoes currently biting the crap out of his arms were to 
Scott. But there was no time to consider it now. He started 
again. “When they kill Krause, the guard will be distracted. 
l'Il make a move then. l'Il draw him away while you make for 
the woods.” 


“What?” Noah looked at him as if he were speaking ancient 
Greek. “What are you saying?” 


“You can run faster than I can. Find our backup. You know 
they’re looking for us. | can last until you get back.” 
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Noah just snorted and rolled his eyes. Actually rolled his 
eyes. Scott couldn’t believe it. His own surge of angry 
reaction only served to intensify the throbbing in his head. 


He hissed in exasperation, “Jesus Christ, can’t you ever do 
anything I—” Noah opened his mouth to argue, but Scott 


never found out what he intended to say. The death scream 
of Krause rattled the woods. Even though he’d been 
expecting it, the shock froze him temporarily. Recovering 
quickly, he looked at the guard, whose attention was all on 
the gruesome scene by the fire. A burst of adrenaline, 
combined with his determination that Noah should get 
away, gave him the strength to surge to his feet. “Now,” he 
told Noah. “Go!” He had turned to the guard, getting ready 
to rush him, when suddenly the scene by the fire dissolved 
into chaos. The roar of engines echoed through the night. 


Men shouted. The shouting turned to screams of pain as 
gunfire filled the air. 


Scott yelled a curse and turned away from the guard, 
knocking into Noah instead. They flung themselves to the 
ground behind the pine. Rolling over, they peered around 
the trunk. The deafening noise of the engines grew even 
louder as a swarm of dirt bikes crisscrossed the clearing, the 
attackers firing weapons while the drunken men tried to 
shoot back. Their guard was already on the ground, his 
glassy eyes staring back at Scott from only a few feet away. 
His gun had been flung in the direction of the fire, but the 
flashlight was rolling toward them. 


“Come on, Scott, run!” Noah shoved him with a shoulder to 
get his attention. 


“We have to run.” 


The flashlight was close enough. Scott rolled on the ground 
until he felt the light under his back. He gripped it with his 
bound hands and thumbed off the light switch. 


It had taken only a second to grab the light, and then he 
was on his feet. 


Together they backed away from the clearing, crouching low 
in the hope that no one would notice them. Once they 
reached the cover of the dense underbrush, they stood and 
started running. It was awkward with their hands tied 
behind their backs, but Big Cypress Crossroads 
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they did their best to move quickly as they tried to lose 
themselves in the tall stands of pine. 


Scott thought Noah could probably go quite a bit faster than 
their current pace. “You should go ahead, Noah. l'Il be right 
behind you.” 


“Don’t be an ass.” 
“Damn it!” 


“I don’t really think now is the time to argue about it, do 
you?” They fell silent. They couldn’t move at an all-out run 
anyway, Scott realized. 


The muddy ground dragged at both of them, and the 
undergrowth hindered their movement. They settled into a 
swift pace—half walk, half run—as they tried to weave as 
quietly as possible through vegetation that became ever 
thicker the farther they went from the clearing. The harsh 
sounds of their breathing and the occasional snap of a 
branch betrayed their presence to anyone close enough to 
hear. 


But they heard no one else—only the gradually returning 
night sounds of insects and the occasional hoot of an owl. 
The gunfire seemed to have ended. 


The thin nylon ropes around his wrists chafed, and Scott felt 
a faint trickle of blood where the bindings had rubbed him 
raw. He twisted his wrists, testing the knots, but there was 
no give at all. The ropes were wet through, and he feared 
that might make the knots almost impossible to untie. The 
strain in his shoulders and back was becoming unbearable. 
But he felt more worried about the increasingly numb 
feeling in his hands. He flexed his fingers on the flashlight, 
trying to keep the circulation moving. 


Eventually, Noah slowed. He leaned his head close to Scott’s 
so he could speak in a whisper. “We've been going for quite 
a while, and | don’t hear anyone following. 


We might take a break and try to get these ropes off, but we 
need to keep our voices down. What do you think?” 


Scott nodded, although he knew his action was barely 
visible in the faint light of the few stars which had started to 
peek out from behind the retreating clouds. At least the rain 
had stopped. 
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“Here.” Noah nudged him gently toward a recently downed 
tree trunk just starting to rot away. “Let’s sit.” 


With a sigh he couldn’t quite conceal, Scott settled onto the 
rough trunk. He set the flashlight onto a flat spot on the 
trunk, trying not to let it slip to the ground. 


Then he turned to straddle the fallen log. Noah did the 
same, flinging one leg over the trunk until they sat back to 
back. 


Scott fumbled for the ropes around Noah’s wrists, but his 
own fingers were becoming too numb to fight the wet knot. 
It felt like one solid mass, and he couldn’t find a space 
between the ropes to wedge in a fingertip. He cursed in 
frustration. 


“Let me try.” Noah reached for him. He wrestled with Scott’s 
ropes for a few minutes and then said, “They’re too tight. If 
this takes much longer, I’m not going to be able to feel 
anything.” He slipped off the tree trunk and onto the 
ground. He seemed to be searching for something. 


Scott kept his voice low. “What are you looking for?” 


“A rock to cut these ropes. There might be a few chunks of 
limestone scattered around. If we don’t find a piece, we'll 
try rubbing the rope against the bark of a tree, but that will 
take a lot of time.” 


“Wait,” Scott said. “I think we can risk the light for a second 
if it will help us get these ropes off faster.” He turned around 
on the trunk and reached for the flashlight, picking it up 
with exaggerated care in an attempt to compensate for the 
numbness in his hands. He sat with his back to Noah and 
flicked the light on, trying to keep it pointed low. 


Noah knelt on the ground and murmured, “Here we go. This 
might do.” He sat and then turned his back to the rock he 
had found, groping for it with the hands tied behind his 
back. “Got it. You can turn the light off.” They fell silent as 
Noah worked the edge of the rock against the rope. Harsh 
breathing and the occasional muttered curse were the only 
indication of his effort. 


Every time Noah grunted, Scott winced. He knew the edge 
of the rock had probably Big Cypress Crossroads 
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Sliced into Noah’s skin. He wanted to make him stop, but 
there was really no choice. 


Soon their hands would be too numb to even attempt to get 
the ropes off. 


After what seemed hours but was probably only a few 
minutes, Noah gave a final grunt, and Scott saw his arms 
fall from behind his back to his sides. “Did it,” Noah said, 
sounding pleased, and then immediately gave a low groan 
of pain. 


“Damn, that hurts. As soon as | can move my arms again, l'Il 
cut you loose.” Before long, Noah had the ropes off Scott, 
and Scott found out just what he’d been talking about. The 
relief at having the strain removed from his back and 
shoulders was almost outweighed by the tingling agony as 
feeling returned to his hands and arms. 


“We should get moving.” Scott stood, and they began 
walking again. They no longer felt the need for breakneck 
speed but instead settled into a steady pace away from the 
clearing. 


Scott tucked the light into his pocket. They didn’t want to 
advertise their presence any more than necessary. 


“Do you think they'll come after us?” Noah asked. “If they 
were Santiago’s men, then they came to rescue Krause and 
Rafael. Would they even know we were there?” 


“I don’t know. They didn’t look interested in taking 
prisoners, so there might not be anyone left to tell them 
about us. | suppose Rafael could say something, but I’m not 
sure he was aware of much beyond what was happening to 


Krause. Besides, that last knock on the head was a hard 
one. He'll be out for a while.” Scott stumbled over a log and 
let out a curse. Noah might like wandering the Glades with 
nothing but the clothes on his back, but Scott definitely 
preferred the comfort of a tent, a cooler full of beer, anda 
nice little propane stove to make coffee. 


And food. Oh yes, food. Though right now he’d settle for a 
compass. “Do you even have any idea where we are or 
where the hell we’re going?” He tried not to sound too 
cranky. 
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“I know we're still headed directly away from that clearing. 
The stars are still a little dim for me to tell for sure, but | 
think we’re going east. That’s about it.” He brushed Scott’s 
arm. “Once the sun comes up, l'Il have a much better idea. 
That won’t be for a couple of hours, but we’ll be okay.” 


“I know.” He tried to sound as if he had every confidence in 
Noah. He did, really. It was just a little nerve-racking to be 
wandering around at night without a clue. “If | have to be 
lost in the woods, how lucky is it that I’m stuck here with a 
trail guide?” 


The clouds had cleared enough to let the light of an almost 
full moon illuminate their path through the growth. The 
ground dipped frequently to create puddles. They tramped 
through the water and tangles of underbrush, moving as 
quietly as possible. But the night was far from silent. Small 
animals rustled in the undergrowth. Owls called to each 
other, a constant, low hooting. The long, eerie scream of a 
bobcat startled Scott and made him jump a little. 


Tangles of saw palmettos tried to slash through their jeans, 
and Scott realized the cause of the few faint scars he had 
noticed on Noah’s legs during the massage at the beach. 
His gut tightened at the thought of the young man absently 
wandering the swamp trails by himself, mind half on his 
dreams of the future and half on his guilt-ridden memories 
of the past. Did he watch where he was going at all? What 
did he eat when he was out there? He was awfully lean—not 
really skinny, but... 


Scott almost walked into Noah as he came to a sudden stop. 
Noah appeared to be listening. Scott remained quiet. 


“The ground is getting lower,” Noah said. “We might be 
coming to a Swampy area. We can try to work our way 
around it. Or we could wait until the sun comes up so we 
have a better idea of where we're headed.” Suspecting 
Noah of wanting to stop because he thought Scott needed 
to rest, he answered, “Let’s keep going. We'll take a break if 
we come to an area we can’t pass.” 
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Noah nodded and started moving again, picking his way 
Slowly through the underbrush. They came to a stand of 
cypress, and he led the way through the thick growth. They 
kicked up water as they traversed the puddles in the low- 
lying areas between the tree roots. 


They pushed more deeply into the tangle of trees, and then 
Noah came to a sudden halt as they broke into open space. 
Bumping into Noah before he could stop, Scott reflexively 
Slipped his arms around Noah's chest. He stared at the dark, 
open area before him. Moonlight reflected off the inky water 
of a lake. 


They stood for a moment while their eyes adjusted, but it 
was difficult to tell whether there was a path around the 
water or whether it was shallow enough to wade across. 
That last idea certainly had no appeal. Scott retrieved the 
flashlight and thumbed it on. He played the weak beam 
across the surface of the lake. Then he sucked in his breath, 
startled, as a scattering of small, round white orbs appeared 
and disappeared periodically across the surface of the dark 
water. Long, deep groans and the occasional loud hiss 
carried through the quiet night. 


Scott breathed the words. “Are those...?” 


“Yep,” Noah answered in an equally quiet whisper. “You’ve 
probably never seen so many at night.” He caught Scott’s 
arm, pulling lightly in an attempt to urge him away from the 
alligator-filled lake. Fascinated, Scott continued to play the 
light across the surface. Sometimes red and sometimes 
white, the small, shining eyes changed as the alligators 
blinked and shifted position. Caught by the unnerving sight, 
he barely realized he was holding his breath. He listened to 
the almost unearthly sounds as the gators called to each 
other with deep, booming grunts. 


Noah tugged on his arm again. “Let’s go back to higher 
ground. It’s not just gators. There are other critters around a 
lake. Like snakes. Lots of snakes. Big ones, like feral pythons 
and boa constrictors. Venomous ones, like water moccasins, 
diamondbacks, and—” 


“| get the picture,” Scott interrupted. Maybe being with a 
guide did have its occasional drawbacks. Certainly more 
detail than he wanted to know right now. 
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With a shiver, he willingly turned and followed Noah back 
along the path they had pushed through the undergrowth. 
He used the flashlight until they made their way to a higher 
point and then tucked it back into his pocket. 


Away from the low-lying cypress area, they found a stand of 
pines and settled on to the still-damp ground. Scott sat with 
his back to a tree and put his arm around Noah, who leaned 
into him. Scott breathed in the scent of damp pine and then 
let out a sigh, willing his muscles to relax. “We're wet, but at 
least it’s warm.” Noah agreed and then added, “It’s almost 
dawn. That’s when the mosquitoes get really active. But it’s 
still spring, so it might not be too bad. If it were midsummer, 
they’d eat us alive.” 


“So things could be worse.” Scott tried to be optimistic. 
“Sure. We could be dead, like Krause.” 


Noah’s voice sounded nonchalant, but Scott detected a light 
tremor. He pulled the guide closer and then ran a hand 
through his hair, stroking it gently. He felt some of the 
tension leave Noah’s body as he relaxed against Scott. 


“Well, we’re not. We’re fine,” Scott murmured as he brushed 
his lips across Noah’s ear. He let his mouth skim across the 
man’s warm skin. 


Noah caught his chin, lifting it until their lips met for a kiss. 
When they broke apart, he observed, “Now you're trying to 
distract me.” 


“I’m pretty sure you’re the one who kissed me.” Scott 
leaned his head against Noah's. “Are you okay? | know 
you’re not too upset about what happened to Krause. 


But no matter how you feel, it’s still not easy to watch 
someone die.” Noah didn’t answer right away. “I thought | 
would be happy. Or at least that | would feel some kind of 
satisfaction. What | said to him, though... Maybe | shouldn’t 
have said the things | did. | knew he was going to die. | lost 
it, and that... 


Well, | shouldn’t have. There was no need for it.” Noah 
leaned against him. “I still feel like that bastard deserved 
what he got. But right now all | really feel is just...tired. 
Drained.” 
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Silently, Scott agreed about Noah’s outburst. He couldn’t 
help thinking that Kyle had not been the complete innocent 
that Noah seemed to have built him up to be in his memory. 
That young man had been a willing participant, at least at 
first. 


And when he’d gotten in too far over his head, he’d refused 
to admit it or to listen to anyone who'd tried to help him. 


But Scott wasn’t about to say any of that. Instead, he 
tightened his arm around Noah’s shoulders. “You’ve been 
carrying that anger a long time. It will wear you down.” 


“Oh, I still have it. Don’t doubt for a second my intention to 
make that evil son of a bitch behind all this somehow pay. 
Santiago has always been the one pulling the strings.” He 
turned to look at Scott. “And what about you? You can’t tell 
me you don’t have any stake in all this. | know you hate 
them as much as | do. We want the same thing. We always 
have, even if you don’t think it’s professional for you to 
admit it.” 


With a grimace, Scott looked away. 


Noah’s voice turned sharp. “It’s okay for me to talk about 
what went on tonight, but not you? Talking about my 
feelings is supposed to be cathartic for me, but you’re some 
tough-guy cop who watches people get murdered every 
night?” 


“Of course not.” Scott winced at the blunt words. How could 
one person be so deceptive yet so cuttingly honest at the 
same time? Scott didn’t want to deal with his anger at the 
deaths of his fellow officers in that fatal firefight. He sure 
didn’t want to think about the loss of the easy physical 
strength and grace he had taken for granted his entire life. 


He gazed into the trees, dimly lit by the first touch of dawn. 
“I suppose that’s true—! do hate them. Maybe as much as 
you do. When you found Lugo in the swamp, | didn’t feel 
sorry. | just thought about the men who lost their lives, and 
how their families might find a little peace knowing the 
bastard was dead. Krause wasn’t in that house, but he 
worked with Lugo. | have no doubt he supplied the weapons 
and maybe even bribed someone to find out we were 
planning a raid. 
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Santiago financed all of it and profited from all of it.” 
Rivera’s words came back to him. He echoed them as he 
turned to face Noah. “But there’s always the next boss up 
the chain. How far do we go before we're satisfied?” To his 
surprise, Noah didn’t hesitate, and he didn’t take the 
question as rhetorical, the way Scott had intended. 
“Santiago,” he answered with a hard edge to his voice. “I’m 


under no illusion that | can take down the whole cartel. I’m 
not a cop. 


The rest of it is not my responsibility. Hell, | know | should be 
happy with just Krause. But if we can get Santiago, l'Il be 
satisfied with that. l'Il go home. That’s what you want, isn’t 
it?” 


“I want you safe. That’s all I’ve really wanted since | met 
you.” The shakiness in his voice betrayed the depths of his 
feelings. Yes, hatred was still there, but another, even 
stronger emotion had begun to replace it. He didn’t know 
how to explain that to Noah when the young man was still 
so consumed by anger. 


“Do you think | don’t worry about you too?” Noah brushed 
his lips against Scott’s and then flicked his tongue lightly 
against Scott’s mouth, teasing. He nibbled lightly at the 
morning stubble roughening Scott’s chin. 


Scott slipped one hand behind Noah’s neck and drew him in 
firmly, effectively putting a stop to the attempt to take it 
slow. He crushed Noah’s mouth with his, losing himself in 
the slide of tongue against tongue, tasting him, breathing in 
the scent of pine and sweat. 


Noah let out a low moan as he molded himself to Scott. His 
head fell back as Scott attacked his neck, kissing, licking, 
and trailing light bites down his throat until Noah squirmed 
with increasing urgency. 


Interruption came in the form of distant shouts. Scott 
paused and lifted his head, uncertain of the sounds. Noah 
drew away, his expression dazed as he brushed his own 
fingers over his neck. 


Trying to regain his scattered wits, Scott said, “Did you hear 
that?” 


“Yes. Someone is calling for us.” Noah paused, listening as 
his eyes regained their focus. “They’re shouting our names. 
One of them sounds like Rivera.” Big Cypress Crossroads 
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Scott sighed. “I’m glad to hear them, but their timing could 

sure be better.” Noah grinned at him. “I’m starved anyway. | 
think I’m going to need my strength for some of the things | 
bet you’ve got planned.” 


“Damn straight.” Scott grinned back and then allowed Noah 
to help him to his feet. With dawn had come the swarms of 
mosquitoes, unnoticed in their distraction but attacking now 
with ferocity. Together, they hurried toward the voices. 
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Once again, Noah found himself facing the sharp eyes of 
Lieutenant Hanahan in the interview room, only this time he 
was too filthy and exhausted to be intimidated. Not that the 
lieutenant was in much better shape. Dark shadows under 
her eyes and a huge cup of coffee clutched in her 
manicured hands attested to the fact that she also had been 
up all night as she led the search for her missing detective. 


At Hanahan’s summoning gesture, Noah had left Scott 
sitting at his desk. 


Scott was busy typing out a statement before time and 
sleep caused the events of the night to begin their 
inevitable fade into distant memory. Rivera sat at his own 
desk across from Scott’s, doing the same. 


“Tell me again how Krause died. Tell me what he said. 
Everything.” Noah stared down at the scattered remnants of 
his fast-food breakfast. Did she think his story would change 
with the third repetition? “That crazy tattooed guy who 
thinks he’s some kind of Santeria priest tortured and then 
killed him with a knife.” He leaned forward. “What you’re 
really interested in is the drug shipment. | told you what 
Krause said. A boat called the Mariso/, coming up some 
canal.” Noah rubbed his eyes, pressing hard as he tried to 
stay alert. “There were more details, but | kind of freaked 
out. I’m sure Scott remembers better than me.” Hanahan 
sat back, and her hands relaxed their death grip on the 
coffee cup. 


Her voice softened a little, and Noah felt some of his tension 
ease away. He supposed she knew that she had gotten 
everything she could from him, so now she could afford to 
be sympathetic. “I realize it must have been horrible for 
you. We found the clearing, probably not too long after you 
guys got away. What a Big Cypress Crossroads 
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nightmare of a crime scene. We’re still trying to identify all 
the bodies. La Serpiente is dead, along with five of his men. 
No telling if anyone else made it out alive. We also found 
the body of one of the attacking bikers. But no one left to 
interrogate. No witnesses except you and Detective 
Chandler.” 


“Rafael?” 


“We never found a body. Santiago’s bikers must have taken 
him away.” She stood. “I know you’re ready to get some 
rest. We all are. But first, | need to talk to Chandler.” 


After leaving the room, they gathered around Scott’s desk. 
He put the finishing touches on his report and leaned back 
with a sigh. He started to rub his thigh and then seemed to 
realize what he was doing. He dropped his hand. The sight 
made Noah’s own tired muscles ache in sympathy. He 
wanted to rush Scott home so he could strip him, lay him 
out on the bed, and massage those sore muscles until the 
man fell asleep with a smile on his face. 


Instead, he leaned a hip against Scott’s desk and stared at 
him. Scott gave him back a tired grin as if he knew exactly 
what Noah had planned. 


Hanahan said, “We all need to get some sleep. But first let’s 
talk about tonight. 


We have a pretty good idea where the boat is coming in. 
They'll transport the drugs to a safe house somewhere to 
cut it and bag it. I’d sure love to follow them after they get 
the drugs off the boat and find out where that house is. Too 
risky though. We might be spotted, or we might lose them.” 


She paced the small area in front of the desk. “Obviously, 
Krause won't be there at the drop point. So who’s left to 
meet the boat?” 


“| would say Rafael, if he hadn’t been in such bad shape 
when we left him,” Scott said. 


“Even if he is still alive, would Santiago trust him with this?” 
Rivera asked. 


“My impression is that he’s Krause’s dog. Not someone to 
give orders.” Scott looked at Noah. “You know these guys. 
Do you think Santiago would trust Rafael with something 
like this?” 
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Noah shook his head, thinking. “Rafael has always done only 
what Krause told him to do. Even if Santiago was ever 
inclined to trust him with something big, he wouldn’t now. 
Rafael will be a mess, not just from the beating but from 
rage over Krause’s death. That will make him even more 
unpredictable.” 


“So who does that leave?” Hanahan seemed to be waiting 
for a specific answer. 


Rivera’s eyebrows climbed up his forehead. “Do you really 
think el jefe will come himself?” 


Scott pointed out, “It’s either that or abandon the drugs. 
This little war has decimated his lieutenants.” 


“Santiago will choose to abandon the shipment if he thinks 
there’s any possibility it’s a trap. Did Rafael see you?” 
Hanahan asked Scott. “What does he know?” 


“Rafael was unconscious almost the whole time we were 
there. | don’t think he heard anything that Krause said about 
the drug shipment. He saw Noah and me earlier at the club, 
but he didn’t know I was a cop. There isn’t much he could 
tell Santiago.” 


“It’s worth the risk,” Hanahan decided. “The worst that 
could happen is they get wind of us coming and they’re just 


not there.” 


“That’s not what happened at the raid.” Scott couldn’t keep 
the bitterness from his voice. “They were armed to the 
teeth.” 


“We've been over this. That doesn’t mean they knew we 
were planning a raid. 


They could have had those weapons because of this drug 
war with the runners.” 


“Maybe.” 


Hanahan sighed. “You guys head home. No rest for me yet. 
I’ve got some planning to do.” 


“I'll stay for a little while and help out,” said Rivera. “You 
two go get some rest.” 


Big Cypress Crossroads 
159 


“You'll call me? You’re not going to leave me out of this, 
Lieutenant.” Scott sounded determined. “I want to be there 
tonight.” 


“And me,” Noah added, his voice equally certain. At the 
chorus of protests, Noah simply asked, “How are you even 
going to know if Santiago is there? You can see from the 
description | gave your sketch artist that he’s a pretty 
ordinary-looking guy. That drawing isn’t going to be very 
helpful in identifying him.” Hanahan glared at him. After a 
pause, she answered reluctantly. “You'll stay in the car.” She 
turned her glare on Scott. “Both of you.” She raised her 


voice over his complaint. “I don’t want either of you leaving 
the car until we give the all clear. 


Is that understood?” 


Scott looked mutinous for a moment. But even Noah could 
see that the choice was between staying out of the way or 
not going at all. Finally the detective nodded. 


They left the station while Scott cursed under his breath. 
““Stay in the car.’ 


Does she think I’m a fucking rookie? What the hell, ‘stay in 
the car.’” A uniformed officer gave them a ride to Scott’s 
apartment. They climbed the stairs to the second floor 
apartment slowly. Once inside, they went straight to the 
shower, stripping and abandoning their clothes on the floor 
along the way. 


With a sigh, Noah closed his eyes as the hot water hit him, 
Sluicing away the dirt and the tension of the night. Scott 
crowded him in the small shower, but Noah took comfort in 
the presence of the other man. Even if the detective was 
still muttering with annoyance under his breath. 


Noah opened his eyes and reached for Scott. He pulled him 
under the stream of hot water and soaped his broad 
shoulders, digging his fingers into the tight muscles. 


Scott let out a soft “oh,” and Noah could feel the tense 
muscles begin to let go as Scott relaxed his back against 
Noah’s chest. Noah slipped his arms around Scott’s waist, 
pulling them tightly together. They stood quietly, letting the 
stress seep away. Letting the realization that they were both 
all right and together permeate their bodies as well as their 
minds. 
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Scott twisted in his arms and pressed him against the tile as 
their lips met in a long kiss. Drawing back a little, he 
brushed his hands down Noah’s arms and then held Noah’s 
wrists up so he could examine the marks circling them. His 
eyebrows knit together as he studied the shallow nicks and 
bruises. 


Noah said teasingly, “I know what you're thinking. How are 
you ever going to tie me up again without the image of last 
night and these little cuts ruining it for you?” 


Scott nodded, appearing dismayed as he looked down at the 
marks. 


“| didn’t even need stitches. They'll heal in no time. l'Il bet | 
can make you forget all about them soon enough.” 


At Scott’s doubtful look, Noah slipped his fingers around 
Scott’s bruised wrists and stroked them gently. “I’m not the 
only one. You’ve got a pretty good set of rope burns 
yourself. What’s going to happen when | want to tie you 
up?” 


“You tie me up?” Scott said, as if the thought had never 
occurred to him. 


Noah pushed him against the tile wall. “That’s right. You got 
a problem with that?” 


Scott’s eyes went wide, and a slight flush appeared on his 
cheeks. 


“Oh, he likes that.” Noah ground against him. Semierect 
cocks slid together for a moment. 


“Maybe,” Scott said. He sounded unwilling to commit, but 
Noah judged his interest by the hardening cock pushed 
against his hip. 


“See,” Noah murmured against the man’s lips. “I told you | 
could make you forget about it.” 


Scott kissed him again. Then he leaned back against the 
shower wall, automatically shifting to put more weight on 
his good leg. 


Noah drew back. He shouldn’t prolong their time in the 
Shower when they were both so exhausted. “Let’s finish up. 
| want to lie down.” Big Cypress Crossroads 
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Scott reached for the shampoo. Noah’s eyes drifted shut in 
pleasure as Scott’s hands worked the suds through his long 
hair and gently massaged his scalp. Just feeling clean again 
was great enough, but the way the man took care of him 
was... 


Wait. How had that happened? Scott was the one who 
needed the massage. 


Annoyed but trying not to show it, he opened his eyes. Scott 
saw it anyway. He paused, hands full of hair and shampoo. 
“What’s wrong?” His voice was so full of love and concern 
that Noah felt his irritation dissolve. It was hardly the 
detective’s fault that he had a tendency to take charge, or 
that Noah so easily let him. 


“Nothing. Just tired.” He still had every intention of giving 
the man a good massage once they got into bed, 
particularly along that leg that bothered him so much. They 
finished up quickly. 


After crawling under the covers, Noah fell asleep before his 
head hit the pillow. 


x OK OK 


Late-afternoon sun streamed in through the blinds and 
reflected from the dresser mirror right into Noah’s face. He 
blinked and rolled away. Scott had been spooning him, one 
arm flung over Noah protectively as Scott’s chest pressed to 
his back. 


At Noah’s movement, Scott murmured in his sleep and 
turned over to stretch out on his back. Noah glanced at the 
clock. Rivera would soon call them with details of the 
operation tonight. No time to waste. 


He bent to brush his lips lightly against Scott’s, then licked 
the coarse growth of stubble on his chin. The rough texture 
against his tongue and the warm sleepy scent of skin sent a 
tingle of anticipation through his belly. 


He stroked Scott lightly, smoothing the light dusting of hair 
on his chest. He bent to lick the small brown nipples, then 
switched to a gentle suckling as they perked to attention. 
Hearing a quick indrawn breath, he cast his gaze upward 
while maintaining contact with those responsive nubs. 
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Scott smiled down at him, still blinking the sleep from his 
eyes. “Now that’s the way to wake up.” 


Grinning, Noah grazed the nipples with his teeth, drawing a 
little gasp from Scott. Then he licked his way down the firm 
chest and abs, pausing to circle the man’s sweet little belly 
button. He pressed his face against the now hard and 
dripping cock, feeling the heat of it radiate against his cheek 
and breathing in the musky scent of arousal. 


Listening to Scott’s breathing as it grew rapid, he moved 
farther down to nip at his inner thigh. Then he stopped. 
Lifting his head, he moved away despite Scott’s protest. 


Seeing that slash of scar across Scott’s thigh had reminded 
Noah of his earlier intentions. He reached for the bedside 
table, rummaging in the drawer until he found some hand 
lotion. He poured some into his hands, warming it, and then 
began smoothing it with firm strokes from the tops of Scott’s 
thighs down to his knees. 


“You don’t have to do that. I’m okay.” 


“Do you think | don’t enjoy putting my hands all over you?” 
Scott started to object again, but Noah dug his thumbs 
deeply into Scott’s inner thighs, pushing through the flesh 
and muscle in one long motion from knee up to groin. Scott 
groaned as his head fell back on his pillow and his hips 
thrust upward. 


He didn’t say anything more as Noah continued to work on 
his thighs. Judging by the release of the little tension lines 
around Scott’s mouth, the massage seemed to be effective. 
Noah left the thighs and dug into Scott’s calf muscles. Then 
he urged Scott over onto his stomach so he could 
concentrate on his back and shoulders. 


He knelt next to Scott, bending over him and pushing into 
the muscles. His thighs trembled a little with the exertion of 
holding himself upright at the awkward angle. Scott had 
turned his head to stare at Noah’s reddened cock as it 
bobbed with Big Cypress Crossroads 
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his movements. Such close attention to his dick made Noah 
both slightly embarrassed and so hard it hurt. 


Rolling his hips against the mattress, Scott grunted. “That’s 
enough. I’m going to come right on the sheets.” He turned, 
reaching for Noah. “Get your pretty ass over here.” 


With a satisfied grin, Noah noticed the man moved much 
more easily, rolling his weight onto his injured leg with 
barely a grimace. But he didn’t have time to bask in the 
satisfaction of a job well done as Scott grabbed him around 
the waist and pulled him down, flipping the young man 
under him. Noah squirmed against the slippery chest, 
laughing. “We need to get some real massage oil. Yeah, 
naked oil wrestling. We definitely need to do that.” 


“Sounds like fun.” 


Noah looked up at the rough, handsome face above him. He 
loved the way the corners of those light blue eyes crinkled a 
little every time Scott smiled at him. “But not right now,” 
Noah whispered. “I don’t want to fight you at all. Right now, 
l... want...” He wanted to turn over and give himself to 
Scott. Wanted to drop to his knees for him. Wanted anything 
Scott wanted. He swallowed, feeling a wave of emotion 
shake him to the core. 


Scott saw it in his eyes. His grin faded, and he reached up to 
stroke Noah's face. His eyes were intent as he drew him in 


for a deep kiss. Slipping onto his side, he turned Noah so 
that his chest was to Noah’s back. He wrapped an arm 
around Noah’s stomach and drew him close. Noah felt the 
man’s cock nestling against his crack. He pushed back. 


A slight movement, and then Noah felt a slick finger stroke 
his opening and then push in slowly and firmly. He shivered 
as that finger rotated inside him, stroking the sensitive walls 
of his channel. He felt Scott push in two more fingers and 
then find the small, spongy gland. As he brushed against it, 
a shudder went through Noah, and his head fell to the pillow 
as all the strength seem to drain from him. 
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He heard a faint groan from behind, and then Scott nuzzled 
aside his hair to lick and kiss his nape. The fingers withdrew, 
and then his top leg was lifted as Scott drove into him with 
one strong, smooth thrust. Noah moaned at the slight burn 
that always accompanied the first thrust. An arm wrapped 
him, holding him tightly against Scott’s chest and pinning 
his arm to his side. Scott paused when he was in as deep as 
he could get, and Noah felt filled and stretched to the 
breaking point. 


They were still for a long moment, and then Scott’s teeth 
clamped down on the juncture where neck met shoulder, 
drawing a surprised cry of pain/pleasure from Noah. Scott 
withdrew and then plunged again, fucking him hard now. 
The burn quickly turned to pleasure, and Noah squeezed his 
eyes shut, lost in the sensation. 


His body rocked forward with every forceful thrust, anchored 
in place only by the strong arm holding him. He was barely 


aware of the small whimpering noises coming from his own 
throat. 


He turned his head, blindly seeking more contact. He 
needed that warm mouth. Firm lips took his, and he lost 
himself in wet heat as Scott’s tongue explored every inch of 
his mouth. A tremor shook through his belly. His untouched 
cock burned. Precum leaked in a steady stream. Moaning 
into Scott’s mouth, he begged incoherently for more. 


Scott slipped his arm under Noah’s, then grasped his balls 
firmly as he continued his steady thrusting. Noah dropped 
his head to the pillow again as he groaned and tried to 
thrust against the rough hand. His arm now freed, he 
reached behind to grab Scott’s ass, feeling the firm flex and 
thrust of muscles and trying to pull him even deeper. 


Harsh panting sounds filled Noah’s ears. The tingling began 
at the very base of his spine, and the urgent need to come 
built until he begged incoherently for relief. Scott 
responded, pounding into him at a wild pace as he gripped 
Noah’s shaft tightly. Noah’s balls drew and tightened. Then 
he cried out as the waves of hot pleasure took him, and he 
shot hard, pumping semen over Scott’s hand. Scott never 
stopped gripping Noah, never stopped pounding into him 
until every last drop of Big Cypress Crossroads 
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pleasure had been wrung from the orgasm. Only when Noah 
was limp from release and being tossed like a rag doll as he 
rode Scott’s shaft did the man let out a loud grunt. His body 
stiffened, and Noah felt the cock inside him throbbing as it 
filled him with warm fluid. 


His limbs felt like lead. Barely able to move, he managed to 
turn over. “Wow.” He laid his head on Scott’s chest, listening 


to the strong heartbeat as it gradually slowed. 
“Yeah.” Scott stroked his hair. 


“Love you,” Noah mumbled against his warm, sweaty skin. 
“Love you, Scotty.” The hand stilled for a moment. Then 
Scott answered, “Love you too, honey.” But he sounded 
oddly hesitant. 


Noah propped himself up to stare into Scott’s eyes. There 
was uncertainty there. Doubt. Dread took the place of the 
bliss that had filled Noah only a moment before. “What is 
it?” 


“I... Nothing.” At Noah’s frown, Scott sighed. “I do love you. | 
told you that, and | mean it just as much now as the first 
time | said it.” 


“But?” 
Scott paused. “I’m not sure that’s enough.” 


“You still don’t trust me.” Feeling a flash of anger, Noah sat 
up and swung his legs over the edge of the bed. 


Scott sat next to him. “Before Krause died—when you were 
yelling at him—he started to say something. He said if it 
hadn’t been for you—what? You stopped him. 


What was he going to say?” 


“Now you ask me? You got your rocks off, so now you’re 
back to not believing anything | say?” 


“No! It’s not like that.” 


Noah headed for the bathroom and slammed the door 
emphatically enough to indicate he did not want any 
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tempered with guilt. He had to admit he deserved the man’s 
distrust, at least a little. 


Worst of all, he hadn’t actually answered the question, and 
they both knew it. 


x OK OK 


Rivera picked them up after dark. Johnson rode shotgun, 
forcing Noah and Scott together in the backseat. 


Scott felt desperately unhappy at the stiff silence between 
them, but he didn’t know how to break it. Except for falling 
to his knees, begging for forgiveness, and swearing his 
undying trust and loyalty. He wanted to do that—he really 
did—but his suspicious cop’s brain just wouldn’t let go of its 
doubt. 


Was he being paranoid? Was this why he’d never been able 
to hold a relationship for more than a year? Was he 
repeating the same mistake over and over? 


No. As much as he hated to admit it, he could probably 
blame those failures on the demands of the job more than 
anything else. Even before the shooting, he’d been a little 
bit of a workaholic. Maybe more than a little, if he listened 
to Rivera go on about it. 


But Scott hadn’t imagined the look of betrayal on Krause’s 
face or the bewilderment in his voice. 


Unhappily, he glanced over at Noah. He was staring out his 
window. They’d barely said two words since the argument. 


Taking showers and grabbing something quick to eat hadn’t 
left them much time. Was Noah even inclined to talk about 
it? 


Or had Scott blown his chance irrevocably? 


What made it even more confusing was that, somewhere 
deep in his gut, he did trust Noah. Trusted him enough to go 
bareback, and when was the last time he had done that with 
anyone? When Noah had said he would never deliberately 
hurt him—when he had said he loved him—there had been 
no doubt in Scott’s mind about the truth of that. Still wasn’t. 
But was it enough to build a future? 
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Scott sighed. He suspected the boy could either make him 
happier than he’d ever thought possible, or give him a 
raging ulcer. Probably both at the same time. 


They left the outskirts of Miami and turned on to the back 
roads. No streetlights here. No clouds tonight. The moon 
shone, but the stars were crowded out as the thick 
vegetation closed in around their black SUV. 


Rivera said the lieutenant and a SWAT team had already set 
up a base of operations some distance from the suspected 
drop site. They were far enough away to be hidden but close 
enough to move in when Santiago and his men arrived. 


“There’s an old wooden dock on the waterway,” Rivera 
added. “It looks like someone has cleared enough space for 
a truck to get through, although the terrain is very boggy. 
That’s probably where they'll come in. We'll park away from 
the site, and you two will stay in the car with the radio on so 


you can follow what’s happening. There are vests in the 
back. You should wear them even though you won’t be 
getting anywhere near the scene.” 


Having given up on that particular fight, Scott didn’t even 
try to argue. 


Anyway, he sure didn’t want to leave Noah alone. Knowing 
him, the boy would be out of the car and headed straight 
toward the action the minute no one was watching. Silently, 
he retrieved the vests and handed one to Noah. 


Rivera tried to lighten the mood. “You two are very quiet. 
Lovers’ quarrel?” Judging by his grin, the man had meant it 
as a joke, but Scott wasn’t in the mood. 


He glared at his partner in the rearview mirror. 
Rivera’s grin vanished. “Oh. Sorry.” 


Scott glanced over at Noah again. The darkness outside his 
window must have been fascinating, as he had resumed his 
outward stare as soon as he’d gotten his vest on. He hadn't 
said anything the whole time they’d been driving. 


Scott looked out his own window unhappily. Could he really 
love someone if he couldn’t trust him? Maybe he was just in 
lust, not love. Wouldn’t be the first time. 


But he hadn’t wanted to take any of those other guys out on 
his boat. Hadn’t wanted to spend all day fishing—and doing 
other things—with them, out on the 168 
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water. Had not, for damn sure, seriously wondered what it 
would be like to wake up with any of them every morning for 


the next fifty years. 


Rivera spoke quietly into the radio. Following the SUV in 
front of them, they pulled off the road and coasted silently 
to a halt in a small clearing. 


Hanahan approached the car as soon as they stopped. 
Wearing a bulletproof vest and armed to the teeth, the 
lieutenant’s petite form became surprisingly intimidating. 
Her usual glare only added to that impression. “The boat’s 
already here, tied up at the dock. The crew set up some 
lights, so we need to stay well back. 


Rivera, Johnson, you two take up position.” She looked at 
Scott. “You have the radio?” 


“Yes.” He held it up. “Don’t worry, Lieutenant. | get it. We'll 
listen and wait for the all clear.” 


Apparently satisfied, Hanahan walked off into the darkness 
to direct her team. 


Scott stared after her, feeling as useless as he ever had in 
his life. 


A warm hand covered his. Scott closed his eyes as he felt 
the knot of tension in his stomach loosen. He returned the 
squeeze, hoping that action could convey everything he’d 
been feeling. Silence then, and the occasional burst of 
static. Noah laced their fingers together, and they listened 
to the radio as the team got into position. 


A barely audible whisper from the radio signaled the arrival 
of Santiago’s men. 


“Two trucks. Can’t tell how many men.” It sounded like 
Rivera, although the voice was so low and muffled that Scott 


couldn’t be sure. 


But he did recognize Hanahan as she told everyone to stay 
back and give the men time to get out of the trucks. 


The first shot fired sent a shock through Scott’s chest. He 
grabbed for his gun instinctively, pulling away from Noah 
and drawing it before he stopped himself from jumping out 
of the car. 
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With a muttered curse, he sat back into the seat and let his 
grip relax on the small backup weapon he’d been carrying 
since he lost his GLOCK to La Serpiente’s men in the woods. 
It had been recovered from one of the dead bodies—thank 
God for that—but was still being processed by evidence. But 
this small revolver was a serviceable replacement. He left it 
drawn and ready while keeping an alert watch around the 
vehicle and listening intently to the radio. 


The sound of automatic weapons fire hit him like a 
sledgehammer. The commands from the team to drop 
weapons turned to screams as the rumble of dirt bikes 
joined the chaos of sounds coming from the radio and then 
from all around them as the bikes crashed through the 
woods. 


Rivera shouted a curse that turned into a high scream, 
carried clearly through the static on the radio and echoing 
through the woods over the rumble of engines and the crack 
of gunfire. Then Johnson was on the radio, shouting for 
medical help. 


Scott swore as the surge of adrenaline made him frantic to 
move—to do something. “Rivera is down. God knows what 
Shape the rest of them are in.” He turned to Noah. “Stay 
here.” 


“Scotty, no. Your lieutenant gave you an order. Stay with 
me. Or l'Il go with you.” 


Exasperated, he snapped, “You’ll stay here and get down on 
the floor.” At Noah’s mutinous look, he took a deep breath 
to keep from yelling. In a calmer voice, he said, “For once, 
baby, do what | tell you. If you come with me, l'Il spend all 
my time watching you, and we'll both get our asses shot 
off.” Reluctantly, Noah acknowledged the truth of that. “Be 
careful.” He slid to the floor, folding up his long legs and 
hugging his knees to his chest. 


Scott dived out of the car, keeping low. He had to see what 
was happening. The sound of gunfire and the shouting had 
become sporadic. He tried to push away the memory of that 
other day, when the gunfire had taken so much from him. 


He slipped through the trees, trying to stay quiet while 
hurrying toward the shouts. Ducking behind a pine, he took 
in the scene under the floodlights set up by 170 
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the boat crew. The two trucks had pulled up to the dock. The 
drug runners were firing from behind the trucks with their 
backs to the water. They had nowhere to run. 


The team had taken shelter behind their own large vehicles, 
although some were returning fire from the trees. Things 
seem to have settled into a standoff. 


Breathing hard from his run through the woods, Scott 
hunted for Rivera, but instead he spotted Hanahan. Circling 
the area, he came up behind the SUV where she had found 
shelter, and called her name to warn her of his approach. 
Despite her orders, she didn’t seem surprised to see him. 


“Rivera?” he asked. 


She gestured toward a large oak at the edge of the clearing. 
“Pinned down. 


He’s wounded, but Johnson is with him and says it’s not too 
bad.” Scott looked toward the oak standing at the edge of 
the illuminated area. He could barely make out two figures 
hidden in the tree’s enormous shadow. 


“It’s Santiago’s damn dirt bikers,” Hanahan said. “They 
came in behind his trucks and attacked just as we were 
about to make the bust. They’re fast, so keep your eyes 
open. SWAT’s about to move in.” 


“I’m going to circle around to get near Rivera and Johnson. 
l'Il stay well back. | want to give them some covering fire in 
case the bikers come around.” She waved him off, her 
attention on the radio as she arranged the offensive with 
the SWAT team. 


Scott crouched low into the undergrowth as he made a wide 
circle around the clearing to end up behind a tree not far 
from the oak. Johnson began to raise his weapon just as 
Scott called to him. 


“Jeez, Chandler. You scared the crap out of me, but I’m 
damn glad you’re here.” 


“Lieutenant says stay put. They’re about to rush the trucks. 
How is he?” Scott nodded toward Rivera. 
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“Shot in the calf, bumped his head when he fell. Kind of out 
of it, but the bleeding’s not too bad. He'll be okay.” 


“Speak for yourself.” The grunt came from Rivera. “Hurts 
like hell.” Relieved that his partner had the energy to 
complain, Scott shifted his attention to the surrounding 
trees barely in time to catch a glimpse of the bike hiding 
behind a thick growth of palmetto. It roared into life just as 
shouted orders from the SWAT team signaled the beginning 
of the action. Diving behind the narrow pine which afforded 
far too little cover, Scott opened fire. 


Johnson did the same, and the bike went skidding on its side 
with a yell from the rider. It slid into Scott’s tree as he 
dodged out of the way. Scott grabbed the rider’s gun and 
then handcuffed him. The man appeared stunned from the 
hard fall but otherwise unhurt. 


The pitched battle settled into sporadic fire and repeated 
shouts of “Drop your weapons. On the ground.” 


Outnumbered and outgunned, Santiago’s men complied, 
lining up to lie facedown as the team moved among them, 
searching for weapons and cuffing them. 


Scott went to help Rivera. Between them, he and Johnson 
managed to sit him up. Scott tried to rip away the material 
so he could examine the wound underneath. 


He cursed at the tough fabric. A hand reached from behind 
his shoulder, offering an opened pocketknife. He took it 
automatically and then froze. 


Looking up at the innocent expression on Noah’s face, he 
sucked in a deep breath as he struggled not to start yelling 
in front of everyone. With a grunt of impatience, Johnson 
took the knife from him and went to work on Rivera. 


Scott stood and backed Noah against the tree. He thrust his 
face only inches from Noah’s so he could keep his voice low 
in an attempt to avoid attention. “What the helr | told you 


Noah returned his gaze calmly. “Would you like to see the 
bullet holes in your car? Our friends on the bikes seemed to 
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they rode by. Maybe | should have stayed in the backseat 
instead of jumping out the other side and hiding in the 
woods?” 


Scott stared at him in dismay. “Damn, | shouldn’t have left 
you. And | shouldn’t have yelled.” He fought the urge to hug 
him tight. Rivera might not have minded, but the area was 
crowded with his fellow cops. He settled for a quick squeeze 
of Noah’s shoulder and then looked him up and down. “Are 
you hurt? You're okay?” 


“lm fine.” 


“Don’t mind me. I’m fine too,” Rivera grumbled as Johnson 
helped him to his feet. Grinning, Scott helped him to one of 
the paramedic trucks. Transport vans had also arrived to 
carry the prisoners to the jail. After he handed Rivera over 
to the paramedics, Scott turned around as he realized Noah 
was no longer behind him. 


Scott found him by the prisoners, watching as they were 
loaded into the transport vans. Hanahan stood with him. 
Noah stared at the prisoners as they went by, his expression 
as remote and unreadable as Scott had ever seen it. 


Until one older, gray-haired gentleman marched past with 
his escort. Noah stiffened and took a step forward. Hanahan 
placed a hand on his arm, and he stilled. 


The man stopped abruptly to stare at Noah. His brows knit 
together. “I know you.” He spoke with a heavy accent. “You 
were a friend of that boy who was with Josef years ago. Why 
are you here with these puercos?” 


“| take it this is him?” Hanahan asked. 


“Yes.” Despite Noah’s effort to remain unemotional, Scott 
detected a slight shake in his voice. “This is Santiago.” 


Santiago’s face, slightly wrinkled and undistinguished, 
twisted with shock. 


The shock turned to rage, and the man let loose a string of 
invective in Spanish. 
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“You are working with these puercos, these pigs?” the man 
shouted, jerking away from his captors to lunge at Noah. 
“You are dead, traidor. You are a dead man!” 


Noah stood with his arms crossed, staring at him 
impassively, as the others ran over to wrestle the still- 
shouting man into the back of the van. 


Scott frowned. Traidor. The same word Krause had used: 
traitor. Did they call him that only because he used to 
occasionally hang out with them, and now he was obviously 
working with the police? 


That was one explanation. But Santiago’s excessive rage, 
directed at someone who had been a mere acquaintance a 
few years ago, seemed out of all proportion to the 
circumstances. What had Noah done to make these drug 
dealers think that he had ever been in league with them in 
the first place? What had he done to make them think he’d 
betrayed them? He glanced at Hanahan and saw her 
frowning at Noah. The odd vehemence of Santiago’s 
comments had not escaped her either, even if she had no 
proof that Noah had done anything wrong. 


A stone weight settled in the pit of his stomach as Scott 
realized Noah had yet another secret. Probably not an 
outright lie—just a convenient avoidance of the whole truth. 


He felt a little sick as he turned away to check on his 
partner. 
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The early-morning sun warmed his face as Scott slowly 
climbed the stairs, Noah following him. After entering the 
apartment, he pulled out his gun and badge and placed 
them on the hall table as he always did. Then he simply 
stood for a moment, too tired to decide what to do next. 


He was more than exhausted—he ached with a soul- 
crushing weariness that threatened to consume him. Noah 


came up behind him and pulled him close. Scott closed his 
eyes, feeling the soft rise and fall of Noah’s chest against his 
back. Noah’s breath ruffled Scott’s hair and tickled his ear. 


For a long moment, as they rested against each other, he 
was tempted to forget his nagging unease. He wanted more 
than anything to turn and take the young man in his arms, 
to push him against the wall and lose himself in the wet 
heat of his mouth, to drown in the taste and smell and touch 
of Noah. 


He gently disengaged Noah’s arms and moved away. 


Noah let him go but took a step after him. “Baby? What is 
it?” Taking a deep breath, Scott turned to face him. The 
expression of love and concern on Noah’s face almost undid 
him—almost stopped the accusatory words before he could 
voice them. Almost. 


Noah smiled at him. “Sit down,” he suggested with a sweet 
kindness that shook Scott’s resolve to learn the whole truth. 
“I'll get you some water, and we'll rest for a minute before 
we get in the shower.” Scott didn’t return his smile. “They’re 
all dead now, Noah. Dead or in jail. All the men you blamed 
for Kyle’s death.” He said it abruptly, before he could 
change his mind. Before he could decide he didn’t want to 
know the truth. 
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Noah looked at him in surprise. “Do you think they didn’t 
deserve what they got? | know you haven’t forgotten they're 
also the men behind that drug bust of yours that went bad.” 


“If Hanahan is right, then the only reason the raid went bad 
was because they were all armed to the teeth. And they 
were that well armed because of the war.” Absently, he 
rubbed his leg. 


Noah’s eyes widened. “You can’t possibly think that was my 
fault. How could | know?” 


Scott paused. “Know what? Why would it be your fault?” 
Noah bit his lip and looked away, obviously regretting his 
words. 


“Noah? Did you do something?” 


“I was so angry,” Noah said, his voice low. “When Kyle died, 
| was so angry at them and at myself. I’ve been carrying 
that anger for almost three years.” Scott stared at him. 
“What did you do?” 


“All | did was make a phone call. They did the rest 
themselves.” Dread tightened his stomach. “What phone 
call?” Noah’s eyes got that distant look in them. The one 
where he seemed to be looking at something that no one 
else could see. “They were so alike in some ways, but so 
different in others. How could an alliance between two drug 
gangs like that ever last?” 


Scott waited. 


Noah went to stand by the window. He gazed out at the 
street below. “A couple of months after Kyle died, | went to 
the Red Eye, the dive bar where George Mendez used to 
hang out. | didn’t know what | was going to do when | saw 
him. Get him drunk, talk to him, scream at him, hit him... | 
don’t know. Just something to relieve the pressure of all that 
anger boiling inside me.” Noah paused to press his fingers 
against his temples, rubbing them. He closed his eyes for a 


moment as he seemed to relive that night in the bar. “l 
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talking. He was boasting about his great connections in 
Cuba and Colombia. He said he’d met a group he had a lot 
in common with, and they all watched each other’s backs. | 
didn’t know it then, but he must have been talking about La 
Serpiente and his drug runners.” 


Scott tensed. He didn’t want to hear this, but he had to 
know. 


“He said...” Noah swallowed hard and cleared his throat. 
“He said he could make a killing if he could find a distributor 
in Miami. That’s when I realized why | was in the bar that 
night. | offered to connect him with Santiago and Krause.” 


“Noah... you...” 


“I knew their partnership wouldn’t last. How could it? Still, it 
lasted longer than | expected.” 


Stunned, Scott could only stare. The shocking realization 
that he’d had it backward all along made his heart skip a 
beat. He’d thought—no, assumead—that George Mendez 
must have introduced Kyle to Krause when Kyle had first 
moved to Miami. He’d figured that Krause and Santiago’s 
dealers and the Santeria drug runners were already in 
business, and that George Mendez had passed off his client 
to Krause. 


But it hadn’t been that way at all. It was Noah who had 
arranged the first meeting between the Miami dealers and 
the drug runners. And he hadn’t done it until after Kyle’s 
death. 


Noah reacted to his shocked expression. He sounded 
defensive. “All | did was make a phone call.” 


“All those people... The destruction of Ana Maria’s shop...” 


“I swear | didn’t know that was going to happen. | didn’t 
even have any dreams until later, and then only about 
Krause. | only knew that it would end badly for them, and 
they wouldn’t be able to hurt any more kids like Kyle ever 
again.” 


“And if you had known how many people would die? Would 
you still have done it?” 
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“No. | swear | never meant to put people like Ana Maria in 
danger.” Scott drew in a shaky breath. Did he actually 
believe Noah could have predicted the result of that one 
simple phone call? Could he really have known that an all- 
out drug war would be the result of his introduction of the 
two drug factions? 


“I’m not some kind of hero,” Noah said. Anger flared in his 
eyes. “I can’t go in with guns blazing. I’m not a cop with a 
whole department to watch my back. | saw an opportunity, 
and | took it. | had a feeling, an intuition—call it whatever 
you want. | knew that if | introduced them, it would lead to 
their end.” 


“What caused the fight between them? What finally 
happened to break up their partnership?” 


“| don’t know.” At Scott’s look of disbelief, he insisted. “l 
don’t. | put George in touch with Krause and Santiago. That 


was it. They arranged the rest of it. | never had contact with 
them again. Not until | found the body in the swamp, and | 
didn’t know who he was until you told me.” 


When Scott didn’t respond, Noah continued earnestly, “I’ve 
never lied to you. 


Yeah, I’ve left out some things—a lot of things. But I’m 
telling you the truth. | hadn’t seen or spoken to any of those 
people in years. | don’t know what happened to start the 
war.” 


Confused, Scott wanted to retreat to the comfortable 
familiarity of the station and the routine of police 
paperwork. “I need to get back to work. Why don’t you go 
home? l'Il call you later.” 


Noah reached for him, but Scott stepped away. Noah’s 
breath seemed to catch for a second. “Baby...please...don’t. 
All | did was make a phone call,” he repeated shakily. “They 
did the rest themselves.” 


“I need to go finish my report. Stay and rest for a while. The 
door will lock when you leave.” 


“Scotty, you have to understand. | couldn’t let them get 
away with it.” His voice rose in anguish. “I didn’t know what 
else to do.” 178 
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Scott turned away, unable to bear the sight of Noah’s 
beautiful eyes shining with unshed tears. “I’ve got the 
arraignment to get through, and they might need me for 
Santiago’s trial. But l'Il call you, okay?” He picked up his gun 
and badge from the table. 


As he closed the door, a single sob from behind threatened 
to rip out his heart. 


x OK OK 


“What the hell are you doing here?” Scott glared at his 
partner. Rivera leaned back in his chair with his bandaged 
leg resting on a pulled-out desk drawer. A crutch was 
propped against the desk. 


“I escaped.” He seemed rather smug about it. 


“I know. | called the hospital. But | thought you’d be home 
by now, letting your wife fuss over you.” 


“That'll happen soon enough. She’s on her way to pick me 
up.” Scott glanced toward Hanahan’s closed door. “If the 
boss sees you, she’s gonna be pissed.” 


“It’s not that bad. The bullet went right through. | had to 
check on some evidence before heading home.” 


“You could have called me. | would have made sure the 
paperwork got done.” 


“| figured you’d be home in bed by now. So | might ask you 
the same thing— 


what are you doing back here?” Rivera lowered his leg and 
reached for the crutch. 


“Wanted to finish up my report while it’s still fresh in my 
mind.” Rivera examined him. “A cop who would rather be at 
the station doing paperwork instead of at home in bed with 
a nice warm body. Something is wrong with this picture.” 


Scott snorted. “Look who’s talking.” He sat at his desk. 


“What’s going on, man? Where’s Noah?” 


“Headed home. Which is where | thought you were going.” 
At Rivera’s puzzled look, he sighed. “He’s on his way back to 
Big Cypress.” Big Cypress Crossroads 
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“Oh.” Rivera actually looked disappointed. After a pause, he 
said, “That’s too bad. You seemed really happy when you 
were with him. Happier than I’ve seen you in—oh— ever. | 
hope you didn’t blow it.” 


“Me blow it? |... Damn. | don’t want to talk about this right 
now. I’m beat. Go home.” 


Rivera frowned at him. “Call me if you need anything.” Scott 
nodded, and the other detective headed out front to meet 
his wife. 


Scott sat staring blankly at his computer screen, thinking 
about Noah’s words: 


“All I did was make a phone call.” He clenched his jaw in 
anger. How could Noah put him in this position? He was a 
cop. Even if all Noah did was make a phone call, he had 
introduced two drug factions. Technically, there could be 
criminal conspiracy charges. 


Scott and Rivera had wondered all along how the two drug 
factions had ever gotten into business together. The only 
connection was Kyle and Noah. The detectives had figured 
George Mendez and Krause were already in business, and 
that Mendez had introduced Kyle to Krause. But Noah had 
never said that. In fact, he’d said he didn’t know how Kyle 
and Krause had met, but he’d thought it was at the club. 
Once again, not a lie. Just not the whole truth. 


Noah had never accepted money or any other consideration 
for introducing the Miami dealers and the Santeria drug 
runners to each other. Instead, his motivation—revenge, 
although he would call it justice—would come out in any 
kind of an investigation. That would make for a long, messy 
case, and it would be difficult for a charge of criminal 
conspiracy to stick. Not impossible, but not cut-and-dried 
either. The thought of putting Noah’s family through that 
made Scott’s stomach churn. 


Maybe this was why Noah hadn't told him—to spare him this 
dilemma. Did that mean he’d never had any intention of 
telling him? Scott thought there was no way Noah had let 
the truth slip by accident. He had more than demonstrated 
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ability to keep a secret when he really wanted to. No, he’d 
wanted to tell Scott but had been afraid of his reaction. 


“Jesus Christ.” Scott rubbed his face and ignored the curious 
glances from his fellow officers. He was too tired to think 
about this right now. 


He closed his eyes and imagined himself on the little beach 
in the gulf. He would give anything to be back there, feeling 
the sun on his back as a warm body slick with suntan lotion 
pressed against him. Noah’s long legs wrapped around his 
waist. Clear gray-green eyes, full of love and desire, smiling 
into his. 


Scott understood Noah’s motivation. He’d felt that same 
helpless anger, the raging guilt that could destroy a man’s 
life if he let it. He couldn’t condone it, but he understood the 
desperation that had driven Noah to introduce the two drug 
factions—two factions that would never, under normal 


circumstances, have made a partnership. But Noah had 
manipulated them into it, knowing they would eventually fall 
out and it would end in a deadly war. How had he known? 
Common sense and his familiarity with the people involved 
would tell him such a partnership couldn’t last. But he would 
say it came to him in a dream. 


The lack of trust was the real issue. Could he live with that? 
And it went both ways. Why had Noah not trusted him to 
understand the actions he had taken to avenge his friend? 
Scott tried to get past his anger and imagine how he would 
have reacted if Noah had told him at the outset, before 
they’d spent any time together, that he’d introduced the 
two drug factions. He had to admit it would not have gone 
well for Noah’s continued involvement in the case. Or his 
continued involvement with Scott. 


That acknowledgment did nothing to lessen his sense of 
betrayal. 


Giving the monitor an undeserved glare, he started banging 
away at the keyboard with considerably more force than 
necessary. 


He’d just clicked Save when the phones started ringing off 
the hook and the noise level shot up a couple of dozen 
decibels. 
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Hanahan came running out of her office. “They lost him,” 
she practically snarled. “I Knew we should have taken the 
escort duty.” She spoke to everyone in the room as they 
gathered around her. “Listen up. 


Santiago’s van was attacked by his thugs. They were on 
motorcycles. They grabbed him, and they’ve all scattered. | 
doubt he’d go to the club, but we’ll search it just in case. 
Then we'll turn over every rock in town until we find him. 
The FBI is watching the airport and every other way in and 
out of this city.” She turned to Scott. “Is Noah still in town? 
Maybe he can think of other possible hideouts.” 


“| don’t know. He was heading back today, but | don’t know 
if he’s left yet. l'Il call him.” 


All he could think of was the look in Santiago’s eyes when 
he had seen Noah standing with the cops at what was 
Supposed to be a secret drop point. No wonder he had 
screamed, “You’re a dead man,” at the person who had 
arranged a fatal partnership with the drug runners and then 
had turned out to be working with the cops. 


And now that Santiago was free... 


Fear turned his belly to ice. Scott’s hand shook as he 
retrieved the phone from his pocket. He listened to the 
phone ringing. Answer, damn it. But it went to voice mail. 
He left a quick message demanding a call back as soon as 
possible. 


Calm down, he told himself. Santiago didn’t know Scott, 

therefore he couldn’t know Scott’s address or that Noah 

would be with him. Scott just needed to get a warning to 
Noah before the guide headed back to Big Cypress. 


But he still couldn’t keep the anxiety from his voice. 
“Lieutenant, there’s no answer. When Santiago saw Noah, 
he said—” 


“I know what he said. Go,” she snapped, busy with the 
arrangements for her manhunt. Then she hesitated. “I’m 


sorry | can’t spare anyone to go with you. If you need help, 
call me.” 
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Scott flicked on the flashing lights of the unmarked car but 
left off the siren. 


He drove it back to his building at speeds far exceeding 
anything reasonable, never mind the actual posted limit. 
Barely pausing at the red lights, he took advantage of the 
brief slowdown to try Noah again. Still going to voice mail. 


Pulling into the parking lot with a squeal of tires, he jumped 
out of the car, ignoring the muscle spasm in his leg, which 
tried to warn him he was pushing too hard. If he wasn’t 
careful, soon the whole leg would collapse under him. He 
gritted his teeth against the pain, deciding reluctantly he’d 
have to retrieve his cane from the bedroom if he was going 
to be of any use the rest of the day. 


Spotting Noah’s old truck still parked in the lot, he breathed 
a sigh of relief and slowed down. Scanning the parking lot, 
he saw nothing unfamiliar, no cars that did not belong. 


So Noah’s phone had run out of juice. It happened. Or 
maybe the tired young man was sound asleep in Scott’s 
bed. He hoped desperately that would be the case. 


Suddenly their earlier argument seemed less important—at 
least when compared to making sure Noah was alive and in 
one piece. 


Hurrying up the stairs as fast as his limp would allow, he 
turned the knob when he got to the door. Still locked. He 


hesitated for a moment, reluctant to face Noah so soon after 
the way he had left. He really needed a little time to sort 
through everything that had happened. But he had to find 
out if Noah knew anyplace they should be searching for 
Santiago. Just keep it professional. Don’t grab him and kiss 
him so hard he can’t breathe. No matter how much you 
want to. 


Turning the key in the lock, he called, “Noah? It’s me—” The 
cold barrel of a gun muzzle against his head stopped him in 
the doorway. 


“Slowly,” said a deep, unfamiliar voice. “Close the door 
behind you.” Scott barely heard the command over a heart 
that started pounding like a jackhammer the minute he 
spotted Noah sitting on the couch, immobile against the 
blade Rafael had pressed to his throat. His eyes were wide 
and frightened, his lips Big Cypress Crossroads 
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pressed into a thin line. His wrists were taped together in 
front of him with duct tape. 


“Close the door,” the man with the gun repeated as he 
pressed the muzzle against Scott’s temple with more force. 
He was a big man, but Scott thought briefly about trying to 
take him. He might have tried, if he’d been alone. But there 
was no way he could move fast enough to stop Rafael from 
hurting Noah. Nothing seemed more important than that at 
the moment. 


“In. Or l'Il cut his throat right now.” Rafael pressed the knife 
against Noah’s neck. “And keep your hands where we can 
see them.” He moved into the room, closing the door behind 
him. As soon as the door shut, the big man slammed his 
face against the wall. Scott’s leg almost gave out, and he 


reached a hand out to steady himself against the doorjamb. 
The big man searched him briskly but thoroughly. He took 
Scott’s gun and placed it in his own pocket. 


After retrieving the handcuffs and key from Scott’s pocket, 
he began to pull Scott’s hands off the wall to cuff them 
behind his back, but Scott came close to losing his balance 
again. His face burned as his leg started to buckle. 


Snarling a curse, the man jerked him around and cuffed his 
hands in front of him so he could steady himself. Then he 
stepped away. Scott found himself staring down the rather 
large barrel of a .44 Magnum. The man stood covering the 
room as he eyed them all alertly. 


Leaning against the wall as he caught his breath, Scott tried 
to appear calm. 


He looked at Rafael. “What do you want?” 


“What do | want?” Rafael’s voice was low with anger. His 
spiked hair stood in disarray where it wasn’t covered with a 
long bandage along the left side of his skull. 


Lines of pain radiated around his eyes. “What | want is to 
shoot you dead for leaving me with those assholes in the 
woods while you got away, cop.” He practically spat the last 
word. 
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So Rafael had been conscious at least part of the time 
during that scene in the clearing. Once he’d recovered 
enough from his injuries to tell Santiago about Scott, it 
wouldn’t have been difficult to find him. 


“What | want is to make this backwoods trash pay for 
Starting all this.” Noah jerked in surprise. 


Rafael laughed bitterly. “You think we don’t know what you 
did?” Then he rested his hand on Noah’s thigh, stroking it. 
“You always thought you were too good for my Josef—for us 
—didn’t you?” He leaned close to Noah’s ear and murmured 
just loud enough for Scott to hear, “What | want is to show 
you what you’ve been missing.” His hand tightened into a 
claw on Noah’s thigh, and Scott clenched his fists at Noah’s 
Small wince of pain. Then Rafael drew back abruptly. “But 
not right now. First we take a little ride. Then | get what | 
want.” Noah spoke up. “You act like it’s my fault Josef is 
dead. It’s not. Do you think your boss didn’t know what he 
was doing when he made that deal with La Serpiente? Do 
you think he didn’t know how crazy they were? He was 
greedy. He didn’t care if—” 


“Shut up.” Rafael pressed the knife harder against Noah’s 
throat, drawing a thin line of blood. Scott started forward. 


Rafael looked at his big companion, and the man had his 
muzzle pressed against Scott’s neck before he could move a 
foot toward the couch. Scott froze once again. 


Looking at Scott, Rafael said into Noah’s ear, “He is your 
lover. | should make him suffer and then kill him, so you can 
see how it feels.” 


“You already did that.” Noah’s voice shook with anger. 


Rafael mocked him. “That slut you used to go out with? 
What do you care? You left him. You went back to your little 
hick town. At least | never abandoned my lover.” 
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Scott felt a pang for him as Noah looked away, trying 
unsuccessfully to hide the pain in his eyes. 


Rafael snorted in contempt as he stood. “Don’t worry. You 
won't have to feel guilty much longer. Let’s go. And 
remember, Tonio is a very good shot.” 


“I’m not sure why we should go with you, if you are planning 
to kill us anyway.” Scott was fishing for any information that 
could help him understand what they were planning. 


“I said that is what | want. But it is not up to me. Perhaps he 
will show you mercy, eh?” Rafael laughed, and even big 
Tonio’s gloomy face cracked a little smile. 


“Who will?” 


Rafael didn’t answer him. Tonio covered them while Rafael 
stepped back, out of the line of fire, and then pulled out a 

cell phone and spoke briefly. He nodded, and they moved 

out, down the stairs. 


As soon as they got to the parking lot, a white utility van 
pulled in. Tonio shoved them onto the floor while he sat on 
the bench, his gun out and ready. Rafael climbed into the 
front seat and spoke to the driver. 


On the floor of the van, they huddled close together, unable 
to make out where they were going. Tonio stared at them 
impassively. 


“You came back,” Noah murmured. “Why?” 


“| heard Santiago had escaped.” Noah’s eyes widened. He 
hadn’t known then. 


Rafael hadn’t told him. “I assume it’s him we're going to 
see, although I’m not sure why. Do you know?” he asked 
pointedly. “Anything else you want to tell me that you may 
have conveniently forgotten to mention?” 


Noah flushed. “I don’t know what he wants. Except to kill 
me. Us, now.” Scott bit his lip to keep from saying 
something he would regret. The last thing he wanted was to 
argue with Noah again when there was a good chance they 
might not survive the day. 


186 
Bren Christopher 


Noah leaned against him lightly. “I am sorry,” he whispered. 
“I wanted to yell—to warn you not to come in, but they said 
they would shoot you out the window. They were ready to 
do it too. They were aiming at you as you came up the 
Stairs.” 


Scott shook his head, disgusted with himself. “I walked right 
into it.” Maybe Hanahan was right. Noah was a distraction. 
He’d been so anxious to see for himself that Noah was in 
one piece, he’d walked right into the trap. The emotional 
entanglement was affecting the way he did his job. Why had 
he thought it wouldn’t? 


Had he thought he wasn’t as human as everyone else? 


He frowned thoughtfully as he gazed down the very large 
barrel Tonio was pointing steadily right at his head. 
Contemplating one’s imminent demise did force a man to 
put things in perspective. To think about what was 
important. Such as how to avoid said imminent demise. 


He spoke to the big man. “I haven’t seen you before. You 
weren’t with Krause and Rafael at the club. You work for 
Santiago?” No answer. Scott hadn’t really expected one. But 
he knew Rafael was listening from the front seat, and 
Noah’s earlier comment had given Scott the glimmer of an 
idea. “I guess you must have been one of the dirt bike riders 
sent in by Santiago to rescue Krause and Rafael in the 
woods. That was a helluva mess, wasn’t it?” Tonio stared at 
him unblinkingly, his gun never wavering. He didn’t say 
anything, but Rafael did. “Shut up.” 


Scott tried to look innocent. “Just making conversation. Oh... 
wait...| see. They weren’t Santiago’s men at all, were they? 
They were Krause’s.” 


“Do you think we’re idiots? You’re going to turn us against 
each other, and all your problems will be solved?” Rafael 
sounded contemptuous, but Scott thought he detected a 
slight note of defensiveness when he continued. “It’s not 
Santiago’s job to protect us. That’s what we have our own 
men for. And they came.” 


“Hmm. Not in time, though. | wonder who they're really 
working for.” Big Cypress Crossroads 
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“Callate la boca. Shut up, damn it. One more word, and I'll 
tell Santiago you were both shot trying to escape.” The rage 
in his voice said he was very close to losing control, and that 
meant a good likelihood he might actually carry out the 
threat. Scott fell silent. The seeds had been sown. And 
judging by Rafael’s reaction, Scott hadn’t said anything that 
hadn’t already occurred to Rafael. 


Scott leaned back against the warm metal wall of the van. 
He stretched his leg out in front of him. It was a relief to get 


the kinks out. Noah sat next to him, his side pressed close 
all the way from shoulder to knee. The slight pressure and 
the warmth of his thigh penetrated Scott’s jeans, anda 
sense of relaxation permeated his body. Not the electric 
shock of arousal he usually felt when they touched. Just a 
feeling of comfort and warmth. 


He turned to look at Noah’s face for the first time since they 
got in the van. 


Noah stared back at him. He didn’t speak, but the pallor 
under his skin and his tightly pressed lips showed his 
struggle to keep it together. 


“Hey,” Scott said softly. “It’s going to be okay. Hanahan is 
leading a manhunt now for Santiago. They'll find us.” 


Noah looked away. He stared blankly at the metal wall of the 
van across from them. “I didn’t see this. Maybe this is where 
| pay for what I did. I’m only sorry you’re here. You didn’t 
deserve any of this.” 


“I’m not sorry. | wouldn’t want you to face this alone.” Noah 
focused on him, startled by his answer. “Scotty,” he 
whispered, his eyes shining with emotion. “How can you say 
that? After everything...” His voice broke, and he looked 
away. 


Scott shook his head. Despite his anger and his doubts, the 
thought of the young man facing this danger alone felt 
simply unbearable. 
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Chapter Thirteen 


Noah grunted at the sudden jolt as the driver slammed on 
the brakes and made an abrupt turn. The ride became 
rough. They had driven onto very poorly maintained asphalt 
or maybe a dirt road. 


Exhausted as he was, he still couldn’t believe he had almost 
drifted off during the long ride with his head on Scott’s 
shoulder. Scott seemed to have that effect on him, his air of 
calm competence lending comfort even in the worst 
situation. 


The van came to a halt, and the doors swung open. Another 
armed man stood outside. Tonio gestured with the gun. They 
left the van to emerge blinking into the dim sunlight of a 
Small clearing in front of an ancient and dilapidated cabin 
Surrounded by trees. The sharp, spiky spines of sticker burrs 
caught on their pants as they crossed a yard made up of 
bare patches of dirt and weeds. What little grass had once 
battled the trees for sunlight had been flattened by tire 
tracks. 


A house like this meant they were on private land, and the 
large pines and oaks growing in the dry soil of higher ground 
told Noah they had headed into the wooded areas north of 
the Everglades. He tried not to let despair creep in. Despite 
Scott’s reassuring words, he didn’t see how Hanahan would 
ever be able to find them before Santiago killed them. 


A row of dirt bikes stood along the side of the house. Empty 
cans and food wrappers littered the well-trampled ground. 
Noah guessed they had found the rumored secret cabin 
where Santiago’s workers cut and bagged his dope as it 
came in on the boats. He didn’t have long to wonder if he 
was right. Once inside, they were hustled through a large 
central area that had once been the living room of the Big 
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house. A bare, scuffed oak floor held folding tables, scales, 
and plastic bags—but no workers and no powder. 


In contrast to the stark, utilitarian living room, the study at 
the back of the house exuded an air of opulence. Behind the 
polished oak desk stood a rich dark leather chair, currently 
unoccupied as its presumed owner was busy raiding a wall 
safe, pulling out papers, cash, and small boxes to throw 
them hastily into a duffel bag resting on the desk. 


Noah’s muscles tightened as a surge of anger sped his 
heart. He tried to keep any expression off his face as he 
stared at the man responsible for bringing so much misery 
to him and to Kyle’s family. 


Santiago looked up from his task as they entered the room, 
then shot from behind the desk to shove Noah hard against 
the wall. Noah gasped with shock as he slammed into the 
hard surface, the breath temporarily knocked from him. 
Scott yelled and surged forward, but Tonio had the gun 
against his neck before he could move. 


With his hand around Noah’s throat, Santiago snarled, 
“There’s the blackmailer. | wanted to make sure you paid for 
what you did before | left this godforsaken country for 
good.” 


His head throbbing in pain, Noah yelled back at him, “You 
deserved everything you got.” 


“You planned this, didn’t you? For what? For your slut of a 
boyfriend?” 


“You were there at the club when he got the drugs. | told 
you he called me late that night. He was drunk off his ass, 


but he said you were there. You watched him stumble 
around, and you thought it was funny. You saw him get the 
heroin, and you knew he was too drunk to Know what the 
hell to do with it. But you did nothing to stop him.” Noah’s 
voice climbed. “lIl bet you were still laughing when he OD’d 
that night.” 


Santiago’s grip on Noah’s throat tightened. “He did it to 
himself. And because of that, you blackmailed me into this 
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Noah tried to keep his voice from shaking. “I still have the 
proof that you and Krause gave him the heroin that killed 
him. | put it away someplace safe, and if you don’t let us go, 
a recording of that phone call will be sent to the cops.” 
Santiago let go of his grip on Noah’s throat and drew back. 
His rage had turned to something colder, more calculating. 
“Why haven’t you given it to them already? You’re obviously 
working with them now.” 


“That’s right. | am. You should at least let him go.” Noah 
nodded at Scott. “You don’t want the kind of heat you'll get 
from killing a detective.” Santiago shook his head at that. 
“Like | could have any more heat. Like it matters now.” He 
stared at Noah thoughtfully. “I am beginning to wonder if 
there ever was a recording.” 


“You didn’t even ask to hear it. You wanted that deal with 
the runners even though you knew as well as | did how 
crazy they were. All | did was give you an excuse to do what 
you wanted to do anyway—make a lot of money and to hell 
with the lives of your men.” 


Out of the corner of his eye, Noah saw Scott glance at 
Rafael. Rafael stood back, listening closely as he turned his 


knife with nervous fingers. Wounded, suffering from lack of 
sleep and rage over the death of his lover, Rafael had been 
on edge all day. It wouldn’t take much to tip him over. 


Another flash of rage darkened Santiago’s eyes. “There is no 
recording, is there? You forced me into this deal with that 
insane snake-tattooed bastard. With a lie. This is all your 
fault. You knew how crazy he was.” 


“So did you,” Noah retorted. “I think it’s your fault. Who 
started this war anyway? It wasn’t me. You got greedy. What 
happened? You weren't satisfied with your cut, and you tried 
to cheat them?” 


Noah felt Scott tense next to him. He knew he would hear 
about all this later, but right now, the detective was looking 
for any opening Noah could give him. 


Noah continued, “You had to know they wouldn’t roll over 
and take it. But you got greedy. And Krause paid for it with 
his life.” Big Cypress Crossroads 
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Rafael stopped playing with his knife. He stood frozen, 
eyeing his boss as if he had never seen him before. Rafael 
spoke in a tight voice. “Is this true, Jefe?” Ignoring him, 
Santiago went back to his desk and slung the duffel bag 
over his shoulder. 


Scott finally spoke. “You really think you’re going to get out 
of here?” he asked. 


“Some of your men were arrested at the same time you 
were at the boat landing. 


They’re already ratting you out. Every inch of these woods is 
being searched by about five different agencies right now.” 


“FIL be gone long before they get anywhere near this place.” 


“You will? Just how much room is there on the little plane 
you've got stashed in some clearing? | doubt it’s a boat. 
We're too far from the canals. Is there enough room for all 
your men to get away with you, or were you planning to 
abandon them, the same way you abandoned Krause to 
those crazy drug runners?” 


“Callate. My men know the plan. They have their own 
means of getting out of here.” 


Scott snorted. “You mean on those dirt bikes? Through these 
woods? | told you, they’re crawling with—” 


“He said shut up,” Rafael snarled. He turned toward Tonio. 
“Go get the bikes. 


We're almost ready to leave.” 
“But...” He glanced at the two prisoners. 


Impatiently, Santiago reinforced the order. “We'll take care 
of them. Go.” With a final glare at them, Tonio turned and 
went outside. 


Santiago slung the bag over his shoulder and spoke to 
Rafael. “It’s time to go. 


Kill them.” 


With Tonio gone, Rafael’s grip on his knife tightened. He 
started toward Santiago. “Tell me the truth. Did you start 
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They never knew for sure whether Rafael only wanted an 
answer or if he had really intended to harm Santiago. But 
Santiago must have thought so. He stepped back, reaching 
for his pocket and pulling out a small pistol. 


The two were completely focused on each other. Noah 
pressed himself against the wall, trying to get out of the 
way as Scott seized the opportunity. The detective thrust his 
good leg out in a Sweeping motion to knock Rafael off 
balance. Rafael fell into Santiago, and the gun went off. 
Rafael went down, but not before leaving a bloody slice 
down Santiago’s arm. Cursing, Santiago dropped the gun as 
Rafael fell against him. The gun spun away, landing near 
Noah’s sneakered foot. Noah kicked it away as Santiago 
reached for it with his uninjured arm. 


Noah kicked out again, this time aiming at Santiago to keep 
him off balance as Scott dived for the gun. Fumbling with his 
cuffed hands, Scott got a grip and raised it just as Santiago 
ran out of the room, dragging the duffel bag and leaving a 
bloody trail. 


Noah cursed, feeling the anger and frustration crashing in 
his chest as the boss ran out the door, shouting for his men. 


Scott checked Rafael’s pulse, but Noah could see from the 
pool of blood and the waxen look of the man’s face that it 
was too late. Scott shook his head and then searched 
Rafael’s pockets. After retrieving the handcuff keys, he 
quickly unlocked his cuffs and then pulled Rafael’s phone 
out and put it in his own pocket. He moved to Noah and cut 
the tape with Rafael’s knife. “You okay?” 


“Yes. Will they come back?” 


“He knows I’ve got the gun. They don’t have time for a 
shootout. They'll get out of here as fast as they can.” 


As if punctuating his words, the sound of the bikes revving 
their engines carried through the house. 


“They’re going to get away.” Noah heard the panic in his 
own voice and struggled for control. To have come so close 
and then let him get away at the last Big Cypress 
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minute... “We can follow. See where they go.” He ran 
outside with Scott right behind him. 


Scott checked Rafael’s phone as they got to the front porch. 
“No signal, and the battery is almost gone. We’ll see where 
they're going. Then we'll call Hanahan if we can get a 
signal. Remember, we’re only following. Keep far back.” 


“I’m not suicidal. | just don’t want them to get away. | think 
you know I’ve been perfectly happy to let the police take all 
the risks.” Scott snorted. “We seem to have very different 
ideas about what constitutes risk. But | know you'll just 
follow me if | tell you to stay, and | don’t want to leave you 
here alone anyway. So we'll go together, but we'll keep our 
distance from them.” They reached the front porch in time 
to see the last rider flee down a dirt trail leading west. They 
headed for the row of bikes still standing along the side of 
the house. Noah counted five extra bikes left behind—silent 
tribute to the men who had fallen to their own greed. Two of 
them probably belonged to Krause and Rafael. 


Scott had also been counting. “There were a dozen bikes. So 
seven riders in the woods now, including Santiago.” 


Judging by the sounds of the engines, they were all headed 
west. But it seemed likely Santiago would have a few men 
scattered throughout the woods to guard his escape route. If 
they weren’t careful, the men could circle back behind them 
and take them by surprise. 


Opening up the bikes, they took off, following the trail of the 
last bike they had seen leaving the clearing. Determined not 
to lose the escaping dealers, Noah opened his throttle wide, 
heedless of the low pine branches battering his arms. He 
rode the bike with a skill he’d picked up in high school. It 
had been years, but apparently his body remembered the 
tricks of balance needed to keep his seat. 


Scott followed close behind. Noah glanced over at him, 
worried about the limp he’d seen as Scott had climbed down 
the porch steps and mounted the bike. 


Almost losing control due to that very brief moment of 
inattention, Noah skidded through a patch of mud. Barely 
managing to right himself, he slowed down 194 
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a little to regain control of the bike. Then he came to a 
divergence in the trail. He braked to listen for the engines. 
Which path had they taken? 


“Damn it, we’re not going to catch up if we kill ourselves 
first.” Scott sounded angry and out of breath as he pulled up 
next to him. 


The man must be in pain. But Noah knew he would not 
appreciate any expression of concern or, God forbid, 
suggestion that he follow more slowly and let Noah go 
ahead. He’d probably bite Noah’s head off. 


Noah looked down each trail, listening hard. “To the right? | 
think | hear something that way.” 


“The growth looks thinner too. If there is a plane, they'll 
need a clearing for a runway.” 


They sped off with Noah in the lead again. He ducked under 
the low branches and gunned it over a half-disintegrated 
tree trunk and then through a shallow creek bed. Scott 
seemed to have no problem staying with him. 


Noah thought they were getting close to catching up. Scott 
seemed to think the same. He pulled up next to Noah, 
gesturing for him to slow down. They were both breathing 
hard. Noah listened. The sounds of bike engines seemed to 
come from all sides. 


“Damn it,” Noah said angrily. “How are we supposed to 
know which is Santiago?” 


“They’re generally moving west. Keep going in that direction 
and keep your eyes open.” 


They set off again, still moving at a good pace but not at the 
breakneck speed at which they’d started. Through the trees, 
Noah glimpsed another rider in a leather jacket. Not the 
jacket Santiago had been wearing. 


Scott gestured to him to veer off, away from the other rider, 
and Noah gave it more gas to get over the rougher ground 
as he swerved off the trail. Too late, he saw another patch of 
mud. His wheels slipped, and he skidded. Adrenaline lent 
him the Big Cypress Crossroads 
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quick burst of speed he needed to jump free as the bike 
went to its side and continued its slide, ending against a 
tree trunk with a thud. 


Trying to avoid him, Scott braked too quickly, and his bike 
began a sideways slide. He thrust a leg out to keep his 
balance and ended up on the ground with the bike half on 
top of him. 


Panic hit Noah with a painful shock through his chest. 
“Scott!” He ran to pull the bike off Scott, dragging it away, 
and then dropped to his knees next to the winded man. “Are 
you Okay? Let me see.” He tried to look at the leg that had 
been trapped under the bike—the bad one, of course it 
would be the bad one—but Scott pushed him away irritably. 
Noah didn’t see any rips in the pants or any blood. Not 
taking no for an answer, he put his hands under Scott’s 
arms and helped him sit up. 


Scott leaned back against the tree. 


He held the leg out straight in front of him with his hand on 
his thigh. “It’s okay. Just twisted it a little.” But the lines of 

pain around his mouth and the lack of color in his face said 
a lot more than his words. 


They sat for a moment, recovering. As their breathing 
slowed, Noah could still hear the engines. He kept his voice 
low. “That rider we saw—he must not have seen us.” 


“If he did, he probably thought we were more of Santiago’s 
men.” Noah stood restlessly. “Where’s the phone? Can we 
call Hanahan and at least let her know the direction they’re 
headed?” 


Scott fished it out of his pocket, moving slowly. Noah 
frowned. “Are you hurt somewhere else?” 


“Maybe a bruised rib.” 
“Damn. What if they’re broken?” 


“They’re not.” He looked at the phone and shook his head. 
“It’s dead. Guess Rafael had more on his mind the last 
couple of days than keeping his phone charged.” 
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Noah listened anxiously as the engine noise grew more 
distant. His own bike was obviously totaled, the frame bent 
where it had rammed the tree. He picked up Scott’s bike. It 
appeared to be in one piece. He itched with the need to 
jump on the bike and take off after the dealers. Instead he 
stood it up on its kickstand and tried to figure out what to do 
next. 


His face expressionless, Scott watched him pacing. “I know 
you want to go after him. Since he’s hell-bent on killing you, 
I’m not sure that’s such a good idea. 


Was Santiago right? You blackmailed him with a lie about a 
recording?” 


“Do we really have time for this?” Noah’s belly hurt with 
anxiety. He’d waited years to see justice done, and now his 
chance was vanishing into the woods. “Do you think you can 
ride? You could get on the back of the bike. We don’t have to 
go fast in order to track them.” He knew he sounded 
desperate, but they were getting away. 


Scott looked at him, waiting. 


Sighing impatiently, Noah rubbed the back of his neck as he 
tried to explain. 


“When I called Santiago to arrange the meeting with the 
runners, he was suspicious. But I told him Kyle called me 
from the club the night he died and that he said Santiago 
gave him the drugs. | told him | recorded the call. Santiago 
thought | was blackmailing him so | could close the deal and 
get paid by the runners. The runners thought | was being 
paid for the deal by Santiago. | never saw a dime. | didn’t 
want their blood money.” 


“No,” Scott said. “Just their blood.” 


Noah dropped to his knees in front of Scott so he could glare 
into the man’s tired eyes. “Don’t you dare look down on me. 
You want them as bad as | do.” 


“Why didn’t you tell the police about the phone call?” 


“What for? They already knew Kyle had been to the club. It 
didn’t prove anything.” Noah’s breath caught for a moment. 
“He said he just wanted to hear my voice. He didn’t say 
anything else, and | never recorded the call.” 


“Jesus, Noah. That’s a dangerous game you're playing. It 
almost got us killed. 


It still might.” 
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Noah felt the familiar weight of guilt. Another person had 
been hurt because of his neglect. “I’m sorry. You weren’t in 


the dreams—at least, not at first. You aren’t supposed be 
here.” 


Scott looked sick and pitying at the same time, and Noah 
felt like crying. He never wanted Scott to look at him like 
that—like Noah had lost his way, like he had turned into the 
kind of man Scott couldn’t love. 


“Why don’t you want to go after them?” Noah cried out. 
“How can you let them get away? You hate them as much as 
| do.” 


“No. Not anymore.” 


Noah stared at him, bewildered. “How can you let it go so 
easily? All the... the anger...the need to make them pay.” 


“You think it was easy?” Scott reached out to brush the 
wetness from Noah’s cheek. Noah hadn’t even been aware 
of the tears of rage and frustration slipping down his face. 
Scott left his hand on Noah’s face, cradling it gently. “It was 
because of you, babe. | haven’t felt anything but bitterness 
in a long time. You showed me there is so much more.” 


He dropped his hand. “I only wish | could do the same for 
you. But | Know how you feel, and you'll never have any 
peace unless you do something about that anger.” Scott 
pulled the gun from his pocket. “If you hate them that 
much, then here. Take it.” 


Noah blinked at him. “What?” 


“Take the gun. Go after them. Get this settled.” Noah took it 
Slowly, staring down at the unfamiliar weapon as if he were 
holding a poisonous snake in his shaking hands. “I don’t 
know how.” 


“Here’s the safety. Here’s the trigger.” 


Noah’s grip tightened on the cold metal weight of the gun. 
Fury made his face hot as he thought of the things he could 
do with that gun. 


198 
Bren Christopher 


“Go,” Scott said. “Find them, scream at them, shoot them, 
do whatever you need to do. This rage you’re carrying will 
destroy you. It kills me to let you go, but maybe this is what 
you have to do to ever have any peace.” 


“I can’t leave you.” He felt frantic with worry at the thought. 
But his last chance to gain justice for Kyle was getting 
farther away with every second he delayed. The pressure 
behind his eyes grew worse, setting off a throbbing 
headache. 


“What if that rider saw us? What if they come back?” 


“I don’t want you to miss your chance. | don’t want you to 
blame me if they get away.” 


“But if anything happened to you, l’d—” Go crazy. Crazier 
than I already am. 


He couldn’t breathe. The burning in his eyes grew worse. 
“No,” he whispered. “I can’t leave you the way | left him.” 


He buried his wet face against Scott’s neck as his body 
shook with rage and grief. 


“It’s okay, baby.” Scott gently took the gun from his 
nerveless fingers. “Nothing is going to happen to me.” 


Noah lay with his head against Scott’s shoulder and the 
man’s warm arms wrapped around him as they listened to 
the sound of bike engines fading into the distance. 
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The days had lengthened since the last time he’d been in 
the little marina in the town of Big Cypress. Streaks of 
orange glowed along the waters of the bay as the setting 
sun peeked out from behind the densely forested mangrove 
islands. 


Scott shifted on the seat of his fishing boat and stared at the 
mesmerizing sparkles of light dancing across the water. 


Hopefully the man he waited for would show up before night 
fell. 


Scott shifted restlessly again as he remembered the last 
time he’d seen Noah, over a month ago. The guide had 
gone home soon after they’d been cleared at the hospital. 


They’d both been so tired, physically and emotionally. But 
Noah had never wavered in his conviction that they 
belonged together. Still, Scott remembered feeling... 
overwhelmed. Uncertain. Unable to let go of his doubts and 
that vague sense of betrayal he’d felt every time he found 
out Noah had not been entirely truthful with him. 


Noah had sensed it. They’d said good-bye next to Noah’s 
truck in the parking lot of Scott’s apartment building. Scott 
had promised to call, but he’d sounded evasive, even to 
himself. 


“I just need a little time to get things straightened out 
here,” Scott had told him vaguely. Noah hadn’t tried to hide 
the hurt in his eyes as he’d stared at Scott for a moment 
before climbing into his truck and heading for home. 


It had only taken one night in his cold, lonely bed for Scott 
to realize he’d made a mistake. It took a lot longer to decide 
what to do about it. 
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Noah loved him. Scott had never doubted the truth of that, 
even when he’d doubted so much else. And if he had ever 
wondered—well, Noah had made his choice, there in the 
woods, giving up the revenge he had lived for in order to be 
sure nothing happened to Scott. 


And despite everything, Scott realized he missed Noah with 
an ache that would never go away. He couldn’t stand the 
thought of going home every night to his empty apartment 
and his solitary bed. Could hardly conceive of all the lonely 
nights to come. How often did that kind of love come along? 
Wasn't it worth the risk? 


Scott had spoken to Noah only once during that month, not 
long after they’d parted. He’d called to reassure him that 
despite Santiago’s death threats, the guide was safe. 
Interpol had tracked Santiago to Colombia, where he had 
disappeared. He was either in deep hiding, or his bosses had 
killed him because of the failure of his operation. Either way, 
he wouldn’t be returning to the country, and he had no men 
left to carry out his threats. 


The conversation had ended awkwardly. Noah had asked 
when they would see each other again, and Scott had been 


unable to answer. There was still too much to do. 


The rest of that month had been very busy—first with 
decisions to be made, and then with planning and carrying 
out those decisions. And one more phone call to Big Cypress 
—but not to Noah. Instead, he’d had a few questions for 
Noah’s father. 


With all that behind him, he’d decided to take his time 
cruising his boat around the tip of Florida to reach 
Chokoloskee Bay on the west coast. He’d thought it would 
be good to have the time to himself—time to reflect on the 
change in direction his life had taken. But the closer he’d 
gotten to his destination, the more impatient he’d become. 
Impatient to hold the man in his arms again. Impatient to 
get on with the rest of his life. 
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He spotted another boat pulling into one of the Taylor’s 
Tours docks and stood, squinting against the sun. Catching 
sight of a familiar pair of long, muscular legs, he jumped 
down to the dock, hurrying to meet the other boat. He gave 
very little thought to his bad leg. The limp was still 
pronounced, but he was learning to compensate for it. 
Learning to adjust. 


A sudden attack of uncertainty made his heart beat faster. 
He paused. He should have called. But he’d been so busy 
trying to get everything in order. What if Noah no longer felt 
the same way? 


Noah turned and spotted him. The solemn face froze for a 
moment. Then a quick flash of smile appeared, disappearing 
again just as a quickly. He hurried over, stopping in front of 


Scott. “I had a feeling you might come today.” He sounded 
out of breath. 


Scott couldn’t help grinning at that. “Did you? Was it ina 
dream?” 


“No,” Noah answered seriously. “Just a feeling.” Seeing the 
way Noah looked at him, Scott realized he needn’t have 
wondered if the man would still be interested. Noah’s heart 
shone in his eyes. 


Noah started to reach out and then stopped, as if he also 
felt unsure after their separation. 


Scott held out his arms. “I missed you.” 


With a sharply indrawn breath, Noah slid into the embrace 
and pressed his face into Scott’s shoulder. Scott closed his 
eyes and held the hard body against his own, lost in the 
sensations of warmth and homecoming. How could I have 
almost thrown this away? 


After a moment, he opened his eyes. Noticing they had an 
audience of Noah’s coworkers grinning at them from the 
Taylor’s Tours docks—including Noah’s dad— 


he reluctantly released his grip and gestured to his boat. 
“Do you want to come aboard?” 


“This is your boat?” 
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Scott nodded. 


“Nice.” Noah ran a hand along the hull. She was an older 
model, but Scott had kept her in good shape. “It’s like a lot 
of the charter fishing boats around here.” That was only one 
of the things Scott had talked about with Noah’s dad. He 
might look into what it would take to get his license. Not yet 
though. There were other things he wanted to do first. 


Hidden by the deepening twilight, they settled onto the 
bench seat on deck. 


Noah leaned against him, and Scott draped an arm around 
his shoulder. A light breeze cooled them, and Scott breathed 
in the smell of brackish bay waters and growing things here 
at the beginning of summer. 


After a moment, Noah said softly, “I was afraid you wouldn’t 
come. That | wouldn’t hear from you again.” 


“I know. I’m sorry. | should have called.” 


“You were mad at me. | guess | don’t blame you.” Dismayed, 
Scott asked, “You think that’s why I didn’t call? Some kind of 
punishment?” 


Noah looked at him searchingly. “I guess not. That doesn’t 
seem like the kind of thing you would do.” 


“Then why would you even think that?” 


He shrugged and looked away. “Maybe because | deserve it. 
Maybe because | don’t deserve you.” 


Scott’s breath caught. He resisted the urge to smother the 
man’s pain and guilt away with a kiss. He wouldn’t be able 
to stop once he started, and he still had some things he 
needed to say. “A lot of men died. Maybe the violence would 
have happened anyway, without your involvement. But 


thinking about the way you manipulated those dealers— 
well, | won’t say it doesn’t bother me.” Big Cypress 
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“I know you don’t like the things | did, but I’m really not like 
that. I’m not a deceitful person. It was all | could think to do 
for Kyle. | just couldn’t see another way.” 


“I understand the need to make those men pay for what 
they did to your friend. | only wish you had been straight 
with me from the beginning. | wish you could have trusted 
me to understand.” 


“I did trust you. | trusted you to do your job, no matter what 
you felt for me. 


But we had just met. You didn’t know me. You didn’t trust 
me. | couldn’t take the risk that you would shut me out, and 
then | wouldn’t be there when you got caught in the middle 
of that war. | needed to see it through—for Kyle and for 
myself. For your sake as well, although | won’t blame you if 
you don’t believe it.” 


“I believe it. At least, | believe you did what you thought you 
had to do.” Noah smiled, but it was tentative. There was 
doubt in his eyes. Doubt that Scott had moved past his 
mistrust and was ready for a fresh start? Scott frowned. 


How to dispel that doubt? How to make Noah believe that 
he had put the past behind him? 


“I had so much thinking to do,” Scott tried to explain. “The 
time went by so fast.” 


“It’s okay. | thought about calling you, but | know you had 
some decisions to make, and not just about me either.” 


“So you were giving me time to think?” Scott had to smile at 
the thought of Noah graciously allowing him time to get his 
head together. 


Noah nodded. “If you’d waited much longer, you would have 
come home from work one day to find me camped out on 
your doorstep.” Noah’s loose hair had fallen forward to 
cover part of his face. Scott brushed it back so he could see 
his eyes. Hope warred with anxiety in their gray-green 
depths. 


Scott cupped the back of Noah’s neck and drew him in for 
the kiss he’d been struggling to resist since he’d first seen 
the young man on the dock. It was important to clear the 
air, but oh so difficult to concentrate when he only wanted 
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feel the warmth of Noah’s skin sliding against his and revel 
in the taste of his mouth as he explored every inch of it with 
his tongue. Noah responded with a fierceness that let Scott 
know he wasn’t the only one who'd been eagerly 
anticipating this first kiss after their time apart. 


Letting go of the kiss reluctantly, Scott sighed. “I still don’t 
know what to make of you, Noah Taylor. You’re a mystery to 
me. You have been since the first moment we met. But | 
want to spend my life getting to know what’s inside of you.” 
His heart skipped a beat at the way Noah’s face—his whole 
body, if such a thing were possible—lit up in response to 
that declaration. Pulling him close again, Scott leaned his 
forehead against Noah’s. Hoping his words didn’t offend, but 
wanting to get everything out in the open, he murmured, “l 


love you, baby. But sometimes | do think you might be just a 
little bit...um...different than the rest of us.” Noah pulled 
back and smiled at Scott. “You wouldn’t be the only one to 
think so.” 


“No more secrets. The next time the little voices tell you to 
do something, you check with me first, okay?” 


“Hey!” Noah sounded indignant as he released Scott. “l 
don’t hear voices,” he protested. “Do you really think I’m—” 
Scott grinned, and Noah’s cheeks turned red as he seemed 
to realize the man had been teasing. “Oh...” Scott’s grin 
faded. “I don’t know if you’re crazy. | do know that you are 
the most willful, infuriating, sexiest, sweetest man | have 
ever met. You make me crazy. 


And you make me feel alive in a way no one ever has.” 
Looking somewhat subdued, Noah answered, “lIl try not to 
make you crazy.” 


“|I wouldn’t change a thing.” 


Noah seemed pleased at that. Pleased enough to reward 
him with another fierce kiss and an earnest “Love you too” 
mumbled into his mouth. 


Scott knotted a fist in Noah’s hair and slipped his other hand 
under Noah’s shirt to spread his fingers wide against his 
belly. He closed his eyes and lost himself in the feel of 
Noah’s smooth skin and the wet, warm taste of his mouth. 
Sliding his Big Cypress Crossroads 
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palm up Noah’s chest, he found a small, erect nipple and 
rubbed it with a thumb. 


Noah arched his back, pressing into his hand as a moan 
escaped him. Scott held on to the kiss, swallowing the sweet 
little noises until he had to break off to take a breath. 
Burying his face against Noah’s neck, he felt the pulse beat 
strong and hard against his lips. “Missed you,” he murmured 
against the warm skin. “Missed you, baby.” 


He let his fingers slide down until he found the thin trail of 
hair leading under Noah’s shorts, and then traced it until 
blocked by the barrier of the waistband. He barely stopped 
himself from pushing Noah down to his back on the bench. 
Despite the darkness of night, anyone could walk down the 
dock and see what they were up to if he or she got close 
enough. 


They needed to get horizontal. He tugged Noah to his feet. 
As they rose, Noah pulled him into another kiss that seemed 
to involve his whole body. He ground against Scott, stroking 
his back. Scott cradled Noah’s ass and tried to move them 
toward the narrow bed waiting for them below deck. 
Unwilling to lose their connection, they stumbled down the 
Short stairway and into the small cabin. 


Scott bumped against the foldout table covered with papers. 
They were practically on top of it, but their attention had all 
been on each other. He broke off the kiss to Noah’s muffled 
protest. 


“Wait.” Scott pulled away a little. “I want to show you 
something.” 


“I know you do. I’m trying to see it, but you won’t be still.” 
Noah tugged at the button of Scott’s shorts. He got it 
undone and slipped a hand inside, cradling him. 


His thumb ran the length of Scott’s shaft, stroking him 
through the thin cotton. 


“Umm... There it is. All warm and hard.” He squeezed and 
Scott sucked in his breath. “Oh, a little wet spot already 
too.” 


Noah rubbed the dampness right at the tip and Scott 
groaned. But he felt determined to focus. “No, | mean | want 
to show you what I’ve been working on.” 


“Does it involve me taking my hand off your dick? ’Cause if 
it does, I’m pretty sure it can wait.” 
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With a great deal of effort, Scott moved away. He didn’t 
want to wait. He wanted to see the final traces of doubt 
erased from Noah’s eyes. 


He cleared his throat. “I thought... That is, | called your dad 
a couple of weeks ago. You said your parents own the land 
your trailer is on.” Noah frowned. “He didn’t tell me you 
called.” 


“No. | asked him not to.” 


“Why? Oh—you still weren’t sure you wanted to be with 
me.” The small edge of sadness in his voice made Scott 
wince. 


“I’m here, baby. I’ve made my decision.” 


Noah smiled, but Scott felt troubled by the lingering doubt 
in his eyes. How to make him believe that Scott was 
committed to their future together? The plans would be 
more convincing than anything Scott could say. 


He turned Noah until they both faced the table. Feeling a 
little anxious again, Scott stood behind him and pulled him 
in until Noah’s back pressed against Scott’s chest. Scott 
rested his cheek against the loose tangle of hair. Noah had 
been on the water all day. He smelled of salt and fish and 
his own unique, musky-sweet scent. 


The smell went straight to Scott’s groin, and he shifted back 
a little, trying not to press his hard-on against Noah. He 
wanted to finish this conversation before he ripped the 
man’s clothes off and pushed him down to the cabin’s small 
bed. 


The papers finally caught Noah’s eye. “What’s this?” Noah 
sorted through them. “They look like house plans.” 


“I told you | had a lot of thinking to do. You were right. | had 
some decisions to make about a lot of things. About where | 
want to go from here and what | want to do. | was a little 
nervous. Still am, | guess.” 


“Nervous about what?” 


“I’ve been a cop a long time.” Scott took a deep breath. “It 
was a...difficult...decision.” The word didn’t do justice to the 
days spent trying to choose which road to follow. In the end, 
he’d realized he missed Noah more every day, Big Cypress 
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rather than less. That realization, together with the looming 
threat of a desk job, had pushed him into the decision he 
now knew had absolutely been the right one. “I took the 
disability. | put some stuff in storage, and I’m living on my 
boat. For now, anyway.” 


Noah turned in his arms to stare at him. His eyes were as 
big as saucers. 


“I don’t think it’s a good idea for you to keep living out in 
that trailer by yourself, with no one to watch out for you.” 
Scott pressed his cheek into Noah’s hair again and admitted 
in a low, muffled voice, “I worry about you going off by 
yourself.” 


Noah seemed amused by that. “You do know that I’m a 
guide, right? And that I’ve been out in the Glades by myself 
most of my life.” 


“I know.” Scott shrugged. 
“You still haven’t explained about the plans.” 


“That’s a beautiful piece of land your trailer is on. | thought 
—if you wanted to—maybe you and | could build...” 


Noah froze for a moment. “Scotty,” he breathed. Then he 
dived in for a long, ardent kiss. Scott returned it 
enthusiastically and was about to carry out his planned 
ripping-off-of-clothes scenario when Noah moved away, 
much to Scott’s frustration. He took Scott’s hand as he 
looked down pensively at the plans. 


Hesitantly, he said, “Maybe l'Il ask my brother if he wants to 
help.” 


“Sounds like a great idea. We could probably even pay him 
a little.” 


“And maybe we could build a screened-in porch. So we could 
eat outside without the bugs. And so | could...” He stopped. 


“So you can sleep out there?” Scott asked, amused. “I know 
how much you like to be outside. Here.” Scott pointed out 
the large back porch on one of the plans. 


“We'll build the porch big enough for both of us to sleep out 
when the weather is good.” 
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Noah reached for him. Forcing his hands to stay away from 
Noah’s zipper, Scott paused to look at him closely. No 
anxiety in his eyes now. No doubt. Just that big, sweet grin 
that turned Scott’s insides to jelly every time. Smiling, Scott 
asked, 


“Anything else you want, honey?” 
“One thing.” Noah beat him to the zipper. 


Scott grinned as they wrestled to see who could rip the 
other’s clothes off first. 


Waking up with Noah every morning for the next fifty years 
wouldn’t always be easy. But it would never be boring. 
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I’ve lived in Florida most of my life and have a hard time 
imagining living anywhere it actually gets below freezing 
and stays there, even during the day! Of course, | have two 
cuddly cats and an even cuddlier husband to keep me warm 
at night. Not to mention the steamy romances I’ve always 
enjoyed reading so much that sometimes the stories would 
continue in my head long after the book was finished. When 
| finally decided to start writing down my own stories, | 
discovered that writing is just as much work as | always 
suspected it would be, but | also discovered | enjoy it more 
than | ever thought | would. | hope you enjoy reading them 
as much as I enjoy writing them. 
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